
SUNDAY, APRIL 2, 2017

S Sudan’s war creates 
a new lost generation

Terror threats transform Uighur heartland into security state
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TUNIS: Photo shows the abandoned headquarters of ousted Tunisian president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s Constitutional Democratic Rally party (RDC) in central Tunis. The make-over of the former RDC head-
quarters is nearly complete and it will soon be operational - hosting three ministries. —AFP

TUNIS: Tunisian activists say they are frustrated
by the slow progress on reforms to improve civ-
il liberties six years after an uprising calling for
more freedoms in the North African country.
The 2011 revolution that toppled longtime dic-
tator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali ushered in a new
era of freedom of expression and the creation
of dozens of civil society groups and political
parties. But activists say the law still contains
“oppressive” and “backward” provisions incon-
sistent with a 2014 constitution guaranteeing
freedom of conscience, protection of privacy,
and equality between men and women.

Since the uprising, Amna Guellali of Human
Rights Watch says, Tunisian civil society has
more openly been tackling issues that were

previously taboo such as drugs and homosexu-
ality. But they have made limited headway in
terms of legal reform, as they face “a huge
amount of resistance” from politicians and
parts of the population, she says. “We feel like
we’re going round in circles... It’s frustrating,”
Guellali says. President Beji Caid Essebsi has
categorically refused to support decriminaliz-
ing homosexuality, which is still punishable by
three years in prison.

And discrimination against women remains
rife, particularly in matters of inheritance,
despite Tunisia being viewed as a regional pio-
neer in women’s rights. In December, the gov-
ernment said it wanted to amend a law that
allows men who carry out sexual acts with girls

under the age of 15 to avoid prosecution if they
marry their victims. But parliament has yet to
do so, or to approve a wider law to curb vio-
lence against women. And in recent years hun-
dreds of young Tunisians have been jailed for
smoking cannabis under a law from Ben Ali’s
era imposing a mandatory one-year prison sen-
tence for narcotics use.

Legal overhaul 
Rights lawyer Ghazi Mrabet, who has cam-

paigned against the anti-narcotics law, says
political horsetrading causes these laws to stall
in parliament. The reforms face opposition from
conservatives “in all parties, not just among the
Islamists”, he says. Wahid Ferchichi, of the Adli

association for the defense of individual liber-
ties, says that a complete overhaul of Tunisia’s
legal system is needed.

As laws like the one to stop violence against
women address fundamental rights issues,
they should “lead to the reform of the penal
law, personal status law and labor law”, he says.
Ferchichi believes lawmakers are wary of back-
ing new legislation on controversial issues out
of “fear of not winning the next elections”.
Walid Larbi, from the Beity association, says the
proposed reforms threaten the “all-Tunisian, all-
Muslim” image that the country’s society has of
itself.  But there is some progress. Tunisia has
amended a law so that women no longer need
permission from their husband to travel

abroad with their children. Essebsi has also
announced measures to limit the number of
prison terms for cannabis use. Even publicly
discussing civil rights is a huge achievement,
campaigners say. “We’re starting public
debates, and that’s extraordinary,” says Hajer El-
Kefi from Euromed Rights. “Before we never
talked about homosexuality, or about a
Tunisian woman marrying a non-Muslim,” she
says. “Before you couldn’t even say ‘zatla’ on tel-
evision,” adds Mrabet, using a slang word for
cannabis. In their latest campaign, rights
groups have called on authorities to scrap a
ban on Tunisian Muslim women marrying non-
Muslims. Kefi says she expects criticism. “But
we’ll keep up the fight,” she says.—AP

Tunisians irked over civil liberties
Activists fume over ‘oppressive and backward’ laws

HOUSTON: A witness says the driver of a pickup
truck that collided with a church minibus in rural
Texas, killing 13 people, acknowledged he had
been texting while driving - highlighting the dan-
gers of sending messages on smartphones while
behind the wheel. Texas Department of Public
Safety Sgt Conrad Hein wouldn’t comment Friday
on whether texting might have played a role in
the Wednesday collision on a two-lane road about
75 miles west of San Antonio, near the town of
Concan. But officials have said the truck driver
appeared to have crossed the center line.

Jennifer Morrison, the investigator in charge of
the team from the National Transportation Safety
Board, would only say that distracted driving will
be among the issues investigated. The witness,
Jody Kuchler, a 55-year-old self-employed welder
said he and his girlfriend were driving back to
their home in the nearby town of Leakey when he
came across a truck that was driving erratically
across the road. “He kept going off the road and
into oncoming traffic and he just kept doing that,”
said Kuchler, who first shared the account of what
happened with the San Antonio Express-News.  

Kuchler, who followed the truck for at least 15
minutes, said he called the sheriff’s offices for
both Uvalde and Real counties and told them
“they needed to get him off the road before he hit
somebody.” Kuchler said he witnessed the crash
and afterward, he checked on both the bus and
the truck and was able to speak with the driver of
the truck, who the Department of Public Safety
has identified as 20-year-old Jack Dillon Young, of
Leakey. “He said, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was texting.’ I

said, ‘Son, do you know what you just did?’ He
said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’” Kuchler recalled.

Statewide ban
Texas is unusual in that it has no statewide

ban on texting while driving. Dozens of cities
across the state prohibit the practice, but local
ordinances may not have applied in the rural area
where Wednesday’s crash occurred. Laws in 46
other states ban sending or reading email, using
apps or engaging in other use of the internet

while driving. The Republican-controlled Texas
Legislature approved a statewide ban in 2011 but
it was vetoed by then-Gov. Rick Perry, who char-
acterized such prohibitions as government
micromanagement and said educating drivers
was the key to deterrence. A similar proposal
passed the Texas House a few weeks ago but has
yet to make it to a Senate floor vote.

The wreck on Wednesday occurred along a
curve in the road where the speed limit is 65 mph,
according to Department of Public Safety officials.

The bus occupants - members of First Baptist
Church of New Braunfels in Texas - were returning
from a three-day retreat in Leakey, about 9 miles
from where the crash happened. Twelve people
on the bus died at the scene, authorities said.
Another died at a hospital. One bus passenger
remains hospitalized in serious but stable condi-
tion, according to the church.  Young, the driver of
the pickup, also remains hospitalized.

Wearing seat belts
The number of motor vehicle deaths in the US

last year topped 40,000 for the first time since
2007, according to the National Safety Council.
The number of vehicle crash deaths in Texas rose
7 percent last year to 3,464, slightly higher than
the national rise. One-in-10 driving fatalities in
2015 were caused by some kind of distraction,
the US Department of Transportation said.
Morrison said most, if not all, of the bus occu-
pants in the Texas crash - who ranged in age from
61 to 87 - were wearing seat belts. The driver and
front-passenger seats had three-point lap-and-
shoulder belts while the rest of the seats behind
had lap belts only, she said.  

Three-point seat belts are always preferable to
lap belts because they hold the upper torso in
place and help prevent head injuries, said auto-
motive safety advocate Joan Claybrook. One of
the problems with lap belts only is that in a
frontal impact crash, people will remain in their
seats but their upper bodies will go forward and
their heads can strike the back of the seat in front,
she said. —AP

Tehran rejects US 

terror allegation, 

blames Saudi 
DUBAI: Iran rejected an allegation by US Defense
Secretary James Mattis that it was “the primary
exporter of terrorism” and said yesterday that the
main source was US ally Saudi Arabia. “Some countries
led by America are determined to ignore the main
source of Takfiri-Wahhabi terrorism and extremism,”
foreign ministry spokesman Bahram Ghasemi was
quoted by Iran’s state news agency IRNA as saying.

He was referring to hardline Sunni Muslim groups
and Saudi Arabia’s official Wahhabi school of Islam.
Saudi Arabia denies backing terrorism and has
cracked down on jihadists at home, jailing thou-
sands, stopping hundreds from travelling to fight
abroad and cutting militant finances. Shiite Muslim
power Iran and Saudi Arabia, bastion of Sunni Islam
and a close US ally, are longstanding religious and
political arch rivals and often accused each other of
backing terrorism. Relations are fraught as they back
each other’s foes in regional wars such as in Yemen,
Iraq and Syria.

“Giving a wrong address when referring to the
roots and the financial and intellectual resources of
terrorism is a main reason for a lack of success by
international anti-terror efforts,” Ghasemi added.
Ghasemi was reacting to remarks by Mattis on Friday
when he was asked about comments he made in
2012 that the three main threats the United States
faced were “Iran, Iran, Iran”. “At the time when I spoke
about Iran I was a commander of US Central
Command and that (Iran) was the primary exporter of
terrorism, frankly, it was the primary state sponsor of
terrorism and it continues that kind of behavior
today,” Mattis told reporters. —Reuters

Witness account highlights the 

dangers of texting while driving


