
NAIROBI: The body of a female lies trapped between collapsed slabs of concrete as rescuers search for bodies trapped in rubble
at the scene of a collapsed residential building in the low-income suburb of Huruma in Nairobi. — AFP 
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ANKARA: Punches were thrown and
water bottles were hurled, but a Turkish
parliamentary committee has approved
a contentious ruling-party proposal to
strip legislators of their immunity from
prosecution. The proposed constitu-
tional amendment, which could pave
the way for the trial of several pro-
Kurdish legislators on terror-related
charges, was cleared by the committee
late on Monday.

Pro-Kurdish party lawmakers walked
out of the meeting following the brawl,
which left one legislator with a dislocat-
ed shoulder and a second with a blood-
ied nose. Video filmed by legislators
inside the committee room showed law-
makers throwing water bottles at each
other and engaging in fist-fights. One
legislator jumped into the fight from a
table top and another was seen kicking
an opponent.

Pro-Kurdish legislator Mithat Sancar
was heard saying the party “would not
be part of this theater that is being
staged,” before he and his colleagues left
the meeting. The amendment, which still
needs to be approved by the full assem-
bly, was proposed by the ruling party,
after President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
accused the pro-Kurdish party, People’s
Democratic Party, HDP, of being an arm
of outlawed Kurdish rebels and repeat-
edly called for their prosecution.

The move comes amid a surge of vio-
lence in Turkey’s southeast after a fragile,
more than 2-year-old peace process with
the rebels collapsed. Hundreds of peo-
ple, including close to 400 security force
members, have died in the renewed
fighting, which also displaced tens of
thousands of people and left some
towns and districts in ruins. The HDP,
which backs Kurdish and other minority

rights, denies accusations that it is the
political arm of the outlawed Kurdistan
Workers’ Party, or PKK. It has called on
the government to end security forces’
operations in the southeast to resume
peace efforts. The PKK is considered a
terror organization by Turkey and its
Western allies.

Although the measure would lift the
legal immunities of all lawmakers who
have legal cases pending against them,
critics say the proposed amendment
particularly aims to oust HDP lawmakers
from parliament. The party’s two co-
leaders, Selahattin Demirtas and Figen
Yuksekdag, face possible prosecution
for making statements last year in sup-
port of calls for Kurdish self-rule in
southeastern Turkey. Five legislators
were hurt last week on the first day of
the discussions on the amendment,
which also ended in a fight. — AP 

NAIROBI: Rescue workers pulled out a one-year-
old girl from the rubble of a building in Kenya’s cap-
ital yesterday more than three days after it col-
lapsed following days of heavy rain. At least 21 peo-
ple have so far been confirmed dead after the six-
storey residential block in Nairobi’s poor Huruma
district crumbled on Friday night. Police are ques-
tioning the owners after President Uhuru Kenyatta
ordered them detained. “The child, who had been
buried for about 80 hours, was found in a bucket
wrapped in a blanket. She appeared dehydrated,
and with no visible physical injuries,” the Kenya Red
Cross said in a statement. The fate of her parents
was not clear. The girl was being treated in hospital.

The collapse of the building was the latest such
disaster in a fast expanding African city that is
struggling to build homes fast enough. Like many
other cities in Africa, the population of Nairobi has
climbed dramatically in recent years. The Kenyan

capital had almost 3.5 million people in 2011,
about a third bigger than a decade earlier, accord-
ing to UN figures. Governments have struggled to
provide basic infrastructure and bureaucratic
processes to ensure planning rules are met. Many
Kenyans who come to the city in search of work
end up in one of several slums, such as Kibera,
made up of makeshift homes of wood and corru-
gated iron sheets.

Others live in slightly better off but still poor
districts, like Huruma, where concrete buildings
have risen rapidly amid potholed roads and ropey
power supplies. Heavy rains have caused other col-
lapses in Nairobi but without such high death tolls.
The Interior Ministry said the Huruma building had
been earmarked for demolition as it was built close
to a river, but the order had not been carried out
by local officials. It urged developers to adhere to
safety standards. After visiting the site on Saturday,

Kenya’s president ordered other buildings to be
surveyed to ensure they were safe.

Rescue workers had said on Monday that the
chances of finding more survivors was unlikely.
About 136 people have already been saved from
the wreck. Dozens of other people are still listed
as missing, Red Cross spokeswoman Arnolda
Shiundu said, adding it was not clear how many
of those had escaped but had not yet been
traced. Similar disasters have afflicted other
African conurbations.  In 2014, a church in Lagos,
one of Africa’s biggest cities, collapsed killing 115
people. A Nigerian coroner last year blamed poor
construction. Poor and illegal construction has
also often been blamed for the crumbling of
apartment blocks in Egypt, where almost all
Egyptians are crammed into the crowded Nile
Valley and buildings are often extended with
extra floors piled on top. — Reuters 
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At least 21 confirmed dead in collapse so far

ANKARA: Photo shows Turkish lawmakers pushing each other after a brawl
erupted on the Assembly floor in Ankara, Turkey. — AP 

Turkish committee clears contentious bill following brawl

Punches thrown; water bottles hurled

OBO: “Charlie Six, India One here... we’re
going to begin the check-in,” says radio
operator Joanick from his small studio in
Obo, calling out to the surrounding vil-
lages in southeast Central African
Republic. It ’s a daily meeting at dawn,
when each village informs the base if it
has been hit by an attack from rebels of
the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) who have
fled to the restive CAR after being driven
out of Uganda. Obo, a small community of
huts made from ochre-colored earth, is
near the border with South Sudan and has
little contact with the government in the
far-off capital, Bangui.

Unlike much of the CAR, which was
torn apart by sectarian violence between
the mainly-Muslim ex-Seleka rebels and
Christian vigilante groups, this isolated
corner of the country is battling a different
danger: renegade LRA fighters. So the
people here have taken security into their
own hands, and have become a bit high-
tech. Since 2010, the US charity Invisible
Children has given the village chiefs high-
frequency radios and satellite telephones.

‘Any kidnappings?’
In the Obo radio studio, suddenly a

report of an attack comes in from Dembia,
a few kilometres to the west. A group of
assailants entered the village, stealing
everything in the shops and burning down
homes. “Burnt homes, okay.” Joanick con-
firms what he’s just heard and asks: “Any
kidnappings?” “They captured three farm-
ers,” the Dembia operator answers, but
then adds that they were later released.

Immediately an alert is sent to a small
contingent of Centrafrican soldiers and
two foreign forces based in Obo to fight
the LRA: the Ugandan army, the main con-
tingent of a regional African Union mission,
and an elite US unit which provides logisti-
cal support. “As soon as we are informed,
the three armies get together to decide on
a plan of action,” said Centrafrican Captain
Petro Koni Zeze, explaining that usually the
forces closest to the scene of the attack will
intervene. The people in the region listen
to a network of FM radio stations support-
ed by organizations like Invisible Children
and Catholic Relief Services, which broad-
cast messages about the LRA and also
some directed at their fighters.

“When going to look for sticks to make
fires, run away. When going out for water,
run away,” advises one message aimed at

rebel deserters, assuring them they will be
looked after if they do flee. “All the chiefs
have radios in the bush,” said 17-year-old
Solange, who arrived in Obo after five
years of a forced marriage to a LRA leader.
She said the LRA rebels would gather their
captives around the radio and tell them
the messages were lies, “but no one was
fooled.” Solange added that it was partly
due to the radio messages that she mus-
tered the courage to escape the clutches
of the rebels.

Wanted for war crimes
Since January, the LRA has abducted

more than 200 people in the CAR, a quar-
ter of them children, already double the
number of kidnappings in 2015, accord-
ing to a rights groups project called LRA
Crisis Tracker. LRA rebels operate in small
groups throughout the immense forest
that extends across the CAR and neigh-
boring South Sudan and the Democratic
Republic of Congo. “They are well armed
and especially skilled at hiding in the for-
est which is their playground,” Captain
Koni Zeze said. 

US f ighter planes and helicopters
which make frequent rounds in the area
and transport soldiers to the attacked vil-
lages have not been able to neutralize the
LRA fighters. US forces have for years been
hunting the fugitive LRA leader, Joseph
Kony, indicted by the International
Criminal Court for war crimes and crimes
against humanity, including enlisting
child soldiers, rape, sexual enslavement
and pillage. Under pressure from the
Americans,  the CAR’s newly-elected
President Faustin Touadera in late March
paid a visit to Obo, the first time the coun-
try’s head of state has been there since
independence from France in 1960.

One notorious LRA commander,
Dominic Ongwen, has surrendered and
was handed over to the ICC in The Hague,
where he will  face a war crimes trial.
According to the United Nations, the LRA
killed more than 100,000 people and kid-
napped over 60,000 children, after first
emerging in northern Uganda in the late
1980s. Remnants of the rebel force and its
elusive leader have been driven out of
Uganda and now operate in neighboring
countries. Kony, who claims to possess
mystical religious powers, has long been
reported to be based in the Sudanese-
controlled Kafia Kingi enclave. — AFP 
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PARIS: The French government’s contested labor
reform bill finally reached parliament yesterday,
having sparked two months of mass protests, but
neither employers nor unions are happy. The gov-
ernment says the bill is designed to unlock France’s
rigid labor market and cut stubbornly high unem-
ployment of around 10 percent-the issue that has
dogged Socialist President Francois Hollande’s four
years in power. But since March 9, hundreds of
thousands of people in cities around France have
demonstrated against what they see as a reform
weighed in favor of businesses.

With 12 months until the presidential election,
the bill is likely to be the last of its size to be intro-
duced by Hollande’s government. It also has the
unenviable record of being the reform that has
brought the most Socialist supporters onto the
streets during Hollande’s rocky time in office. As
lawmakers begin to examine the bill, unions and
student organizations held another demonstration
outside the National Assembly parliament building.
Unions fear it will erode the cherished rights of
workers on full-time contracts, while student
organizations-who have been at the forefront of
the protests-believe it will fail to create “real” jobs
for young people.

‘Labor market needs unlocking’
In response to the opposition, the government

has watered down its original proposals, with the
result that employers are now worried. Pierre
Gattaz, the head of the employers’ federation
Medef, said the reform worried his members and
“will fail to create jobs”. “In its current state, the bill
really scares us,” he told RTL radio. “I would really
like the lawmakers to go back to the initial spirit of
the bill. “This labor market needs to be unlocked.
The whole world says so, Brussels says so and all the
international organizations say so,” he said. Labor
Minister Myriam El Khomri will attempt to address
those concerns when she speaks to parliament at
the start of the debate around 1500 GMT. Police are

bracing for fresh clashes with protesters after many
of the demonstrations against the bill descended
into violence.

Authorities believe troublemakers-the so-
called “casseurs”, or breakers have mingled with
protesters to foment clashes with riot police.
Demonstrators on the other hand accuse the
police of heavy-handedness which they claim is
fuelling the violence. Participation in the demon-
strations reached its peak on March 31 with near-
ly 400,000 people on the streets. In protests last
Thursday, those numbers had fallen to 170,000.
The reform was also the central theme of the tra-
ditional May 1 workers’ march in Paris, which
descended into clashes between masked pro-
testers and police. Opposition to the bill also
inspired the “Nuit Debout”, or “Up All Night”

movement, which has grown to encompass a
range of causes.

Christophe Sirugue, the Socialist lawmaker pre-
senting the bill to parliament, said last week that
several points still needed “clarification” but that he
expected the bill to pass. Among the key remaining
sticking points in the bill are measures to make it
easier to lay off workers in lean times, and whether
employers should be allowed to shed staff if their
company is doing badly in France, even if its opera-
tions abroad are successful. Hollande continues to
face opposition from within his own party. A group
of Socialist lawmakers complained Monday that the
package “is not in line with the reforms that one
expects from a government of the left”. “This bill is
not useful for France or for the common good,” they
said in a statement. — AFP 

France controversial labor 

reform reaches parliament

PARIS: Students demonstrate against a labor bill that would make it easier to lay off workers
and weaken some union powers yesterday in Paris. — AP 

MOSCOW: Efforts to salvage Syria’s ceasefire
were to shift to Moscow yesterday as the
country’s second city of Aleppo reeled from a
week of fighting that killed hundreds of civil-
ians. A day after US Secretary of State John
Kerry launched a desperate push in Geneva to
breathe life into the stuttering truce, Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov was to meet
the UN envoy Staffan de Mistura in the Russian
capital. The two-month old ceasefire brokered
by the United States and Russia is under
severe threat and Kerry said on Monday that
Washington and Moscow had made progress
in trying to contain the bloodshed. Kerry gave
some of his most downbeat comments yet
after meeting de Mistura in Geneva, saying the
conflict was “in many ways out of control and
deeply disturbing”.

The US and Russia have agreed to bolster
the number of Geneva-based ceasefire moni-
tors, Kerry told reporters, pledging to work “in
the next hours” to rein in violence on the
ground. In and around Aleppo, a week of

fighting has killed more than 250 people.
Kerry accused President Bashar Al-Assad’s
regime of deliberately targeting three clinics
and a major hospital last week. “The attack on
this hospital is unconscionable,” he said. “And it
has to stop.” There was a relative lull in the
unrest later Monday, allowing some residents
to venture out into the streets, AFP’s corre-
spondents in Aleppo said, with some even
opening up shops.

Greengrocer Abu Nazem said he had not
worked all of last week out of fear of air raids. “I
decided to come back to work today but
despite the calm I am still afraid. Sometimes I
hear motorbikes going past and I dive for cov-
er because I think it’s a military plane,” he said.
Kerry said a bolstered group of ceasefire moni-
tors will track violations “24 hours a day, seven
days a week.” A senior US diplomat, speaking
on condition of anonymity, said the US, Russia
and the UN have moved forward on a new
ceasefire mechanism for Aleppo, but a deal
was not complete. — AFP 

Efforts to save Syrian 

truce shift to Moscow

MOSCOW: Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (right) meets with United Nations
envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura in Moscow yesterday.  — AFP 


