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MONROVIA: Liberia went to the polls yesterday for a pres-
idential election that voters hope will mark the country’s first
democratic transfer of power in over seven decades, despite
it being tarnished by allegations of fraud. Former world foot-
baller of the year George Weah is squaring up against vice
president Joseph Boakai, with both men promising a break
with a heritage of poverty and corruption in a country where
most citizens have no reli-
able electricity or clean
drinking water. They are
bidding to succeed Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf in a run-off
vote delayed for over a
month after Boakai and
third-placed Charles
Brumskine of the Liberty
Party alleged widespread
fraud in October’s first-
round vote, a challenge that
the Supreme Court rejected
this month.

There were no early
reports of violence as voting proceeded under sunny skies
in the capital Monrovia, with polling stations opening at
0800 GMT and election agents telling Reuters first indi-
cations pointed to a lower turnout than in the first round.
“It is great day for Liberia - a test day for democracy,”
said Boakai after casting his vote in Paynesville. “We will
accept the results provided they meet all the standards.”
Johnson Sirleaf’s 12-year rule cemented peace in the West
African country after civil war ended in 2003, and brought
in much needed aid.

But critics, including much of the country’s youth, say
her administration was marred by corruption and that she
did little to raise most Liberians out of dire poverty.
Liberia was also racked by the Ebola crisis, which killed

thousands in the country between 2014 and 2016, while a
drop in iron ore prices since 2014 has dented export rev-
enues. Yesterday’s poll follows a month of political tensions
fuelled by claims that the first-round poll was rigged in
Weah’s favor. Weah, world footballer of the year in 1995,
won with 38 percent versus Boakai’s 29 percent. 

“I voted George Weah because I believe that he will do
better for me and my
country. I want change,”
said Miama Kamara, a 32-
year-old businesswoman,
before casting her ballot
in the capital. Boakai’s
ruling Unity Party had
accused Johnson Sirleaf,
who is herself a member
of the party, of interfering
in the October vote by
holding private meetings
with election magistrates.
Boakai has found it hard-
er to convince voters that

he will bring change, given that he worked alongside
Johnson Sirleaf for 12 years. Weah, by contrast, has won the
hearts of mostly young Liberians through his star perform-
ances for Europe’s biggest football teams in the 1990s. 

His arrival at a polling station in Paynesville was met
with cheers by a crowd of supporters. “My focus now is to
win,” he told reporters. “From there, I am going to get on
the drawing board with my team and then we’ll put a plan
together to move our country forward.” Some however are
wary of Weah’s lack of political experience, education and
concrete policy. “Boakai understands diplomacy,” said
McArthur Nuah Kermah, a school registrar in Paynesville.
“Weah is not experienced and doesn’t know the workings
of government.” —Reuters
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Bangladesh activist arrested 
DHAKA: Bangladesh police arrested a 25-year-old social
media activist as he tried to leave the country on charges
that he defamed Islam and the Prophet Muhammed,
(PBUH) authorities said yesterday. Immigration police
detained Asaduzzaman Noor, known as Asad Noor on his
Youtube channel, at Dhaka airport on Monday evening,
inspector Mohammad Shahidullah said. “The charge
against him is that he hurt religious feeling by mocking
Prophet Mohammed and made bad comments against
Islam, the prophet and the Koran on Facebook and
Youtube,” he said. Shahidullah said hundreds of Muslims
staged demonstrations against Noor this year in the
southern coastal town of Amtali after the head of an
Islamic seminary filed a case against him. Noor was
charged under Bangladesh’s strict internet laws and could
face up to 14 years in jail if found guilty. Rights groups
have accused the Bangladesh government of muzzling
dissent and targeting atheist bloggers who have used
social media to criticize religion. 

Avalanche kills die 
ZURICH: Three people have died in separate avalanche
accidents in the Swiss Alps, police said yesterday. A man
who was skiing close to the 2,844-metre high Hofathorn,
in the southern canton of Wallis, died after being carried
away by an avalanche on Monday morning. The 39-year-
old from the Wallis region was quickly found and recovered
by his friends but was confirmed dead at the scene by
emergency services. Police in Graubunden, in the east of
Switzerland, said a tourist who went missing on Saturday
had also been found dead. The 31-year-old Frenchman had
tried to climb the Glattwang mountain alone on Saturday
afternoon after skiing with his girlfriend. When he did not
return, a search was launched and the man’s body was
found in a ravine on Sunday morning. Police said he had
triggered an avalanche on his descent which carried him
more than a kilometer over rocky terrain.

EFCC targets suspects 
LAGOS: The former campaign chief of Nigeria’s ex-pres-
ident Goodluck Jonathan has been arrested for allegedly
stealing $48.5 million from state coffers to fund his failed
2015 re-election bid, an official said yesterday. Ngozi
Olojeme was head of Nigerian Social Insurance Trust
Fund (NSITF) and siphoned off this amount from the
fund, an official from the national anti-corruption agency
EFCC said. “She is in our custody for an alleged fraud
totally $48,485,127 belonging to NSITF,” he said, and
added that the EFCC had also seized 38 properties traced
to Olojeme. “The properties have been placed under an
interim forfeiture in line with a court injunction pending
further investigation and trial,” he said. Key members of
the Jonathan administration have been arrested and
charged with corruption by the government of President
Mohammadu Buhari, who won the 2015 election. Buhari’s
electoral pledges included a promise to rid Nigeria of
endemic corruption which has stunted its growth. 

Gunmen kill 10 villagers 
KANO: Gunmen have killed 10 people in attacks on two
Christian-dominated villages in the northern Nigerian
state of Kaduna, a hotbed of ethnic and religious strife,
officials said yesterday. On Christmas Eve, six people
were killed when gunmen suspected to be ethnic Fulani
Muslims stormed Ungwan Mailafiya, they said. The
killings followed an attack in nearby Nindem late Friday
where gunmen opened fire on a congregation, killing four
and injuring 10, said a local lawmaker. “While we were
mourning the deaths at Nindem ... the security personnel
received distress calls of another attack at Ungwan
Mailafiya”, parliamentarian Shehu Nicholas Garba said in
a statement. “By daybreak on Christmas, six persons had
been confirmed killed, including a child of about six years
old, and many others injured,” he said. A spokesman from
the state government said troops had been deployed to
prevent further violence. 

Federal agents 
found fetuses 
in warehouse
WASHINGTON: Federal agents discovered
four preserved fetuses in the Detroit ware-
house of a man who sold human body parts,
confidential photographs reviewed by
Reuters show. The fetuses were found dur-
ing a December 2013 raid of businessman
Arthur Rathburn’s warehouse. The fetuses,
which appear to have been in their second
trimester, were submerged in a liquid that
included human brain tissue.

Rathburn, a former body broker, is
accused of defrauding customers by send-
ing them diseased body parts. He has plead-
ed not guilty and his trial is set for January.
How Rathburn acquired the fetuses and
what he intended to do with them is unclear.
Rathburn’s lawyers did not respond to
requests for comment, and neither the
indictment nor other documents made pub-
lic in his case mention the fetuses. “This
needs to be reviewed,” said US
Representative Marsha Blackburn, a
Republican from Tennessee who recently
chaired a special US House committee on
the use of fetal tissue. 

Blackburn recoiled when a Reuters
reporter showed her some of the photo-
graphs, taken by government officials
involved in the raid. In four of the photos, a
crime scene investigator in a hazmat suit
uses forceps to lift a different fetus from the
brownish liquid. In three other photos, a
marker that includes a government evidence
identification number lies beside a fetus.
“The actions depicted in these photos are
an insult to human dignity,” said US
Representative Bob Goodlatte, chairman of
the House Judiciary Committee. 

A Republican from Virginia, Goodlatte
said that if individuals “violate federal laws
and traffic in body parts of unborn children

for monetary gain,” they should be “held
accountable.” Blackburn said the discover-
ies in Rathburn’s warehouse raise questions
about the practices of body brokers across
America.  Such brokers take cadavers
donated to science, dismember them and
sell them for parts, typically for use in med-
ical research and education. The multimil-
lion-dollar industry has been built largely on
the poor, who donate their bodies in return
for a free cremation of leftover body parts. 

The buying and selling of cadavers and
other body parts - with the exception of
organs used in transplants - is legal and vir-
tually unregulated in America. But trading in
fetal tissue violates US law.   In most states,
including Michigan, public health authorities
are not required to regularly inspect body
broker facilities. As a result, it’s impossible
to know whether body brokers who deal in
adult donors are acquiring and profiting
from fetuses.

Blackburn’s call for action came in
response to a Reuters series that exposed
abuses in the human body trade and what
Blackburn called “lax oversight” and “lax
enforcement” of the industry. Photos from
inside Rathburn’s warehouse offered a stark
example of government failures to police
the industry. They include images of rotting
human heads, some floating face up in a
plastic cooler. The Federal Bureau of
Investigation, which has been investigating
Rathburn and other body brokers, declined
to comment.

Blackburn said she found other Reuters
stories about the body trade disturbing. As
part of the news agency’s examination of the
industry, for example, a Reuters reporter was
able to purchase two human heads and a cer-
vical spine from Restore Life USA, a broker
based in Blackburn’s home state of Tennessee.
The deals were struck after just a few emails,
at a cost of $900 plus shipping. “It is sicken-
ing” how easily Restore Life sold the parts to
Reuters, Blackburn said. Told of Blackburn’s
concerns, Restore Life owner James Byrd
said his company has “invited her to tour our
facility and to review the policy and proce-
dures we have in place.”—Reuters

Boakai: Liberia 
vice president
shaking off 
sleepy image
MONROVIA: Vice-president since 2005,
Joseph Boakai has campaigned for presi-
dent as a natural transition candidate after
helping to ensure peace has prevailed in
Liberia after back-to-back civil wars.
Boakai went head-to-head with former
football star George Weah yesterday’s
long-delayed run-off for the presidency
after trailing him in most of the country in
the first round of voting. Weah won 38.4
percent of votes on October 10, while
Boakai came in second with 28.8 percent,
triggering a second round as neither man
had more than 50 percent of the vote.

Boakai has since led a losing Supreme
Court battle against the National Elections
Commission (NEC) alleging fraud and
irregularities marred the vote.  The failed
complaint delayed the second round for
seven weeks. He has also accused
President Ellen Sirleaf, a member of his
own party, of supporting Weah-a claim
bolstered by a joint public event held by

the president and the footballer on
Thursday. Presenting himself as an every-
man who transcended his humble begin-
nings, Boakai has attempted to craft a more
energetic image after earning the unfortu-
nate title of “Sleepy Joe” for his propensity
to fall asleep at public events.

Boakai, 72, has also had to undertake a
delicate balancing act to promote his
record in government while his feud with
Sirleaf has cracked into the open.  His Unity
Party has struggled to deliver economic
prosperity alongside peace, and Boakai has
pledged to invest in infrastructure and to
alleviate the extreme poverty still suffered
by most Liberians. “We need to assure the
people that this time they are going to see
progress, that they will see corruption
going away,” he said in an interview.

Stable or stuck? 
Born in a village in northern Lofa

County as the fifth of six children, Boakai
passed through a succession of family
members’ homes while growing up, leaving
behind his disabled mother and soon learn-
ing to take care of himself. Against the
odds he secured a good education by
working as a cleaner to pay his fees, before
chancing upon Sirleaf’s sons in the same
dormitory at university. Boakai then served
as agriculture minister under former presi-
dent Samuel Doe, who was brutally mur-
dered in 1990.

A father of four, Boakai benefits from

the backing of older voters who value the
stability his party has brought after living
through civil wars between 1989 and
2003. “He will be able to continue where
this outgoing government left off,”
explained supporter Samuel Gbazeki, 64.
“To rebuild after war is very costly. This
government has done some tremendous
things,” he said. Others are concerned that

his court battle has distracted from his
message of dependability and continuity
in a country with a history of electoral
violence. “I know that the outcome of the
court has somehow demoralized some
partisans,” said supporter Herbert Nagbe.
“Now that the court has clarified things
we have no option but to go for the politi-
cal fight,” he added.—AFP 

First democratic 
transfer of 

power in over 
7 decades

MONROVIA: Liberian voters queue at a polling station in Monrovia as they prepare to cast their votes for
the second round of presidential elections yesterday. —AFP 

MONROVIA: Liberia’s vice president and candidate in the presidential election,
Joseph Nyumah Boakai (right) arrives to a meeting with members of the Peulhe
community in Monrovia. —AFP 

Weah: Ex-football 
star who could 
be Liberia next
leader
MONROVIA: George Weah emerged from
Liberia’s slums to become a superstar foot-
baller in the 1990s, and has leveraged his sta-
tus as a revered figure among the country’s
young and poor in his second run for the pres-
idency. Weah faced Vice President Joseph
Boakai in yesterday’s presidential run-off, the
culmination of 12 years spent building political
credibility to match his huge popularity. “You
know I’ve been in competitions-
tough ones too and I came out
victorious. 

So I know Boakai cannot
defeat me,” Weah said ahead of
the vote. “I have the people on
my side.” The first African player
to win both FIFA’s World Player
of the Year trophy and the
Ballon d’Or, Weah was largely
absent from Liberia during the
1989-2003 civil war period,
playing for a string of top-flight
European teams including Paris
Saint-Germain and AC Milan.

After running unsuccessfully for the presi-
dency in 2005, when he was defeated by
President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Weah says he
has “gained experience” since becoming a
senator in 2014. Another fruitless run for the
vice-presidency on the ticket of presidential
candidate Winston Tubman in 2011 brought
him to further prominence among the nation’s
voters, many of whom say this time it is
“Weah’s turn”. 

Weah, 51, has put education, job creation
and infrastructure at the centre of his plat-
form-in line with Boakai-and won 38.4 per-
cent of votes in the first round election on
October 10, while Boakai came second with
28.8 percent. 

Beloved by young and poor 
Younger voters overwhelmingly favor

Weah, who is idolized in his country as
“Mister George”. A member of the Kru eth-
nic group, Weah was raised by his grand-
mother on a reclaimed swamp in one of the
worst slums of the capital Monrovia.
“Grassroots citizens identify with George
Weah, considering that he is close to their
day-to-day experience,” explained Ibrahim
Al-Bakri Nyei, a Liberian political analyst at
London’s School of Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS).

His critics say the high school dropout,
who later completed a degree, is unprepared
to lead a country. “George Weah is a good,
humble and respectful person that should not
be given the Liberian presidency, because he
is being controlled by an evil hand,” said
Benoni Urey, a losing presidential candidate

who switched his allegiance to
Boakai. Urey and others say
Weah is being manipulated by
Sirleaf so she can continue to
push an agenda when she steps
down after 12 years in power.
But many voters see a poor boy
from the slums who made good
against the odds. “I believe that
whenever we give him a chance,
he will be able to give a better
Liberia to the youth and the
homeless,” Andrew Janjay
Johnson, a shoeshiner in a
Monrovia market said.

‘Vague’ platform
Critics also accuse Weah’s Coalition for

Democratic Change (CDC) of having too
vague a political platform, and have chal-
lenged his long absences from the senate
since being elected in a race he won over
Sirleaf’s son. Weah has also fended off barbs
over his vice-presidential pick, Jewel
Howard-Taylor, the ex-wife of jailed former
president and warlord Charles Taylor.
Howard-Taylor however is also a respected
senator in her own right, bringing him impor-
tant votes in the key county of Bong, and
along with Sirleaf is one of few powerful
women in Liberian public life. —AFP

George Weah 


