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MASERU, Lesotho: A Basotho woman casts her ballot at a polling station
yesterday. —AFP 

MASERU, Lesotho: Voters in the small south-
ern African kingdom of Lesotho cast ballots
yesterday in an election expected to lead to
another fractious coalition government and
the risk of deepening instability. It is the third
general election since 2012 in Lesotho, where
years of political in-fighting have undermined
attempts to tackle dire poverty and unem-
ployment. Long queues formed outside
polling stations, with many voters wearing
traditional Basotho blankets to ward off the
winter chill.

The snap election was announced in
March when Prime Minister Pakalitha Mosisili,
72, lost a no-confidence vote after his seven-
party coalition government broke up less than
two years after it was formed. The vote is seen
as a two-horse race between old rivals Mosisili
and Thomas Thabane, who ruled from 2012 to
2015, with the victor set to emerge from post-
vote negotiations with coalition partners.
Thabane, 77, drew large crowds to his rallies
and is seen as the narrow favorite.

Protests could break out if Mosisili is defeat-
ed and he refuses to concede power “as his
attitude and actions suggest he might,” said
Peter Fabricius of the Pretoria-based Institute
for Security Studies. Fabricius said SADC, the
southern African regional body, had made it
clear to Mosisili that “it will not tolerate any
theft of the election.” In the capital Maseru,
Thabane’s All Basotho Congress (ABC) and
Mosisili’s Democratic Congress (DC) party have

competed for votes via giant billboards and
posters. “It is not likely that a single party will
garner a majority of votes,” political analyst
Mafa Sejanamane, of the National University of
Lesotho, told AFP. “The urban vote is largely set
to go to the ABC. The vote in rural areas is now
likely to be shared between the DC and its
splinter, the Alliance of Democrats.”

Voter frustration 
The mountainous country suffers high

unemployment and a 22.7 percent HIV-AIDS
rate in adults, with an economy dependent on
South Africa, which surrounds it completely.
“Our country is poor and a lot of money has
been spent holding these elections. I’m here
to vote for a party to put us first - not politics,”
said Naledi Metsing, as she voted outside the
capital. “We just voted two years ago and that
government did not do much for the people.”

Augustine Mahiga, Tanzania’s foreign min-
ister who is heading the SADC observer mis-
sion, said voting was orderly. “The cycle of
elections in this country is one of the chal-
lenges since there has been no completion of
the normal five-year term in a long time,” he
added. Thabane was forced to flee to South
Africa in 2014 after an attempted coup by the
army. “It was the most undignified thing that
happened to me, to wear ( just) my pants...
and go through the fence with my wife, run-
ning away from the state house,” Thabane told
AFP on the campaign trail. —AFP

Lesotho votes in third 
election in five years

BAIDOA, Somalia: He was thin but strong,
in a new uniform and boots. After forcing his
way into Hawo’s ragged shelter the man put
a gun to her throat, then raped her, twice.
“Mentally, I can see him,” Hawo said, recalling
the late-night March assault in Dusta, a
camp in the southwestern city of Baidoa for
Somalis displaced by drought and hunger.

As he raped her in her home made of sticks,
plastic and old fabrics, Hawo’s youngest
child, a breast-feeding baby, cried while her
two other children slept.

Dusta runs right up to the fence of a for-
tified compound housing troops from the
African Union Mission in Somalia (AMI-
SOM), which is fighting the Shabaab, an Al-

Qaeda-aligned insurgency committed to
overthrowing the internationally-backed
government in Mogadishu. However resi-
dents say no one offers protection, not
AMISOM, not the army, not the regional
militia and not local nor UN police. AMI-
SOM refused to comment.

Most of those living in Dusta are
women and children from Shabaab-con-
trolled areas who came to the regional
capital in search of food, water and med-
ical care. An AFP tally of figures given by
two local NGOs shows at least 54 displaced
women raped and sexually assaulted this
year in the camps, which have mush-
roomed around Baidoa as the country
teeters on the brink of famine. Both men in
uniform and civilians have been implicat-
ed. Muhudin Daud Isack, who works for
ISHA, a local human rights organization,
said the majority of the assailants were sol-
diers, using the threat of their weapons
and the power of their uniforms against
the displaced women. “When they get the
chance, they rape,” he said.  

Farhiyo Ahmed Mohamed, a Somali
police officer who heads a special Gender
Unit, concedes that men in uniform have
been involved in such attacks. She points
to a case of rape earlier this year in the
town of Goof Gaduud, outside Baidoa, in
which a soldier was convicted and jailed.
However she accused NGOs of lying about
the rate of rape in the camps to get more
funding and denied the camps were

unsafe, pointing to a police station near
Hanano 2 camp. This is just one of the 168
camps scattered across Baidoa that hold
more than 155,000 people.

Gang rape 
Somalia has been mired in civil war for

decades and while international support is
helping rebuild national institutions, such as
the army and police, the process is gradual
and incomplete. One night in January, nine
women in another camp, Buur fuule 2, were
raped by a gang of men in civilian clothes
wielding guns and knives. Each woman was
dragged from her shelter and raped multiple
times by different men, according to ISHA,
which has taken up their case.

In separate interviews, five of the women
shared similar accounts of the night’s vio-
lence. Two said their husbands were held at
gunpoint during the rapes, while neighbors
were also threatened into silence. A 37-year-
old victim of the attack said rape was com-
mon, though mass rape was not. She men-
tioned another woman in the camp, who
was raped a few days earlier and so badly
beaten that she had to be taken to hospital.

Another NGO, the Somali Children
Welfare and Rights Watch (SCWRW), showed
AFP a list of 45 women raped and sexually
assaulted this year. Aid agencies acknowl-
edge the growing problem of sexual assaults
on the most vulnerable, but say Somalia’s
multilayered crisis means other problems
are given priority. “The recent influx of dis-

placed families, who have fled the food crisis
in the region, has resulted in an increase in
rape attacks and other gender-based vio-
lence,” said Evelyn Aero, of the Norwegian
Refugee Council (NRC) charity. “Programs
that aim to improve protection of women
are generally underfunded,” she said, “even
though attacks, such as gender-based vio-
lence, increase during emergencies.”

No shelter, no safety 
Hawo said that despite being raped by a

soldier, she wants armed security in Dusta.
Since her attack in March, she has moved
her shelter closer to the AMISOM perimeter
and feels safer. Others said sturdy homes of
stone and tin - not flimsy huts of rags and
sticks - was what they wanted, not more
men with guns. “Shelter, or the lack of it, has
very far-reaching implications,” said Gavin
Lim, a protection officer with the UN refugee
agency (UNHCR). “Beyond survival, shelter is
necessary to provide security and ensure
personal safety and protection, and to
ensure privacy and dignity, especially for
women and girls.”

But as the drought deepens and the
threat of famine looms larger the dangers
are set to grow. More than 377,000 were
uprooted in the first three months of
2017, taking the number of those inter-
nally displaced by conflict and drought in
Somalia to more than a million, a figure
the UNHCR expects to triple by the end of
this year. —AFP

Fleeing hunger, Somali women raped in camps

VALLETTA: Maltese voters flocked to
the ballot boxes yesterday in an early
general election called against a back-
drop of corruption allegations that
have cast a shadow over Joseph
Muscat’s government and the island
nation’s thriving economy. Pre-vote
polls pointed to 43-year-old Muscat’s
Labour Party (PL) retaining power, four
years after it swept into office on a

redistributive, pro-business and social-
ly liberal platform which has sustained
Malta’s recent economic success story.
But with an unusually high number of
undecided voters, analysts had not
ruled out a surprise change of govern-
ment as a result of the fallout from the
so-called Panama Papers revelations. It
will not be known until today if Muscat

is to become the latest political casual-
ty of the data leak from Panama law
firm Mossack Fonseca, which has
already forced the Icelandic prime
minister and the Spanish industry min-
ister to resign. Simon Busuttil, leader of
the opposition Nationalist Party (PN),
has framed the vote as a choice
between change and allowing Malta’s
international reputation, and its pros-

perity, to be shredded by a series of
scandals.

Kickbacks denied 
Muscat went to the polls a year early

after his wife Michelle Muscat was
accused of being the beneficial owner
of a secret Panamanian shell company
used to bank unexplained payments

from Azerbaijan’s ruling family. The pre-
mier’s chief of staff and a government
minister have separately admitted hav-
ing their own, previously undeclared
offshore companies after being
exposed by the Panama Papers. Muscat
came under fire for not firing the two
men and the allegations against his
inner circle have since broadened to
include more detailed claims of kick-

backs linked to an investment-based cit-
izenship scheme, a gas supply deal with
China and the granting of bank licences.

Muscat and his wife appeared
relaxed as they cast their votes. Before
announcing the election he asked a
magistrate to look into the allegations
against her and vowed to quit if any evi-
dence of wrongdoing emerged. “It

would have been the easiest thing in the
world for me to weather the storm on
the seat of power, while waiting for the
magisterial inquiry to clear my name
before calling an election,” he said earlier
in the campaign. “However, in those few
months the economy would have been
damaged and jobs would have been
lost.” Ballot stations were due to close at
10 pm (2000 GMT). Turnout in Malta is
usually over 90 percent and there were
long queues outside some voting sta-
tions by late morning. An antiquated
manual vote-counting system, being
used for the last time, means no reliable
indicator of the result will be available
before midday today.

‘Embarrassed for Malta’ 
Many Maltese have lifelong alle-

giances to one of the two main parties,
which experts say partly explains why
Muscat appears to have been
unscathed by the deluge of charges
against people close to him. “I have
been Labour since I was born, and I will
be Labour till I die,” said Muscat support-
er Frank Abela, who is about to retire
after a career in the oil industry. But he
said Labour loyalists were not indifferent
to the corruption claims - they just want
to see proof. “An allegation is one thing,
an investigation is another thing and
being found guilty or innocent is the
final verdict. I’m 100 percent convinced
he (Muscat) is clean. Regarding the oth-
er people, we will find out in due
course.”

Pensioner Louis Attard and postgrad-
uate student Marie Claire Finger strike dif-
ferent notes. Attard said the foundations
for Malta’s economic success - it is grow-
ing three times faster than the eurozone
as a whole - were laid before Muscat took
power. “He is doing well with what he
found. It’s not on his merit,” Attard said.
Finger said the premier should have side-
lined any officials with the shadow of cor-
ruption hanging over them. “Personally I
think that it is embarrassing... to say I come
from a country going through these
things at the moment,” she told AFP. “I
hope there will be a change.”  —AFP 

Malta votes as corruption 
clouding bright outlook

Muscat’s Labour Party set to retain power

BURMARRAD, Malta: Malta’s Prime Minister Joseph Muscat and his wife Michelle arrive to vote
at a polling station yesterday. —AFP

CARACAS: Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro has
offered to hold a referendum on contested constitution-
al reforms in an apparent bid to calm critics in his own
camp as he resists opposition efforts to remove him
from office. The surprise announcement late Thursday
followed two months of deadly unrest during anti-gov-
ernment protests and signs of division in the socialist
leader’s side. On Friday, student protesters entered the
headquarters of official television channel VTV, where
they lobbed accusations against Communications
Minister Ernesto Villegas.

The opposition says his constitutional reform plan is
a bid to cling to power - and key allies such as Attorney
General Luisa Ortega have broken ranks with him, argu-
ing it is undemocratic. “In light of what is happening in
this country, I would like to push back this Constituent
Assembly, ask the National Electoral Council to advance
regional elections and continue to press for dialogue,”
Ortega told Union Radio.

Maduro’s announcement, at a cabinet meeting, came
just hours after Ortega filed a legal challenge against the
plan. The presidents called opponents of the move “trai-
tors”. Maduro aims to set up an elected constitutional
reform body called a constituent assembly. His oppo-
nents say he will fill it with his allies.

‘Political ploy’ 
Analysts were skeptical about Maduro’s referendum

announcement, saying that constitutionally he was not
authorized to call such a vote. “It is a political ploy,” said
analyst Luis Vicente Leon, president of polling firm
Datanalisis. “It breaks the main criticism” leveled at

Maduro by Ortega and other critics, “to lower the tension
and calm the internal demons” in the government camp,
Leon said. Ortega has been a traditional ally of the social-
ist leadership since the time of Maduro’s late predecessor
Hugo Chavez.  Now, she calls the court’s ruling in favor of
allowing the reforms to move forward without a popular
vote a “setback” in human rights and participatory
democracy. Her challenge at the constitutional court
does not have legal force to stop Maduro’s plan, but

“shows the divisions and disagreements within
Chavismo,” said Leon.

Elected in 2013, Maduro is resisting opposition calls
for early elections to remove him. The opposition blames
him for severe food and medicine shortages in the oil-
rich nation. He says the crisis is a US-backed conspiracy.
State prosecutors say 63 people have been killed in two
months of unrest, which have seen protesters clash daily
with riot police. —AFP

Maduro vows constitution 
referendum to calm crisis

BAIDOA, Somalia: This file photo taken on March 14, 2017 shows inter-
nally displaced families standing next to their huts at a makeshift camp
in the southwestern Bay region of Somalia. —AFP

LONDON: For the 48 percent of British voters
who backed staying in the European Union in
last year’s referendum, choosing a candidate to
represent them in the upcoming election is prov-
ing extremely difficult. Some, like 45-year-old
Tom Glover, are planning to vote for the centrist
Liberal Democrats - a minor opposition party
that is very pro-European. “I’ve never voted for
the Lib Dems in my life, but I will this time,” the
computer engineer and staunch Europhile told
AFP in the City, London’s business hub.

Glover was seduced by the Liberal
Democrats’ promise to hold a second referen-
dum at the end of Brexit negotiations on
whether to accept the terms of the deal, or reject
them and stay in the bloc. “The leader (Tim
Farron) isn’t the most charismatic in my opinion
but the idea that they would try their best to stay
in Europe is enough for me to vote for them,” he
added. But few think like Glover and, despite
unexpectedly receiving the backing of the
respected weekly magazine The Economist, the
Liberal Democrats continue to languish in the
polls. The party only has seven percent of voting
intentions in a recent poll by YouGov - which
interviewed 1,875 people on May 30 and 31.
That was well behind the ruling Conservative
Party on 42 percent and the main opposition
Labour Party on 39 percent.

‘Best for the UK’ 
Long-time supporter Benjamin, 31, said he

would not vote for the Lib Dems despite being

anxious over Brexit as his partner is European
and his industry is dependent on business with
Europe. “It’s just that they are not going to win.
There is no point,” he told AFP. For the pension
fund employee, it is crucial to block Prime
Minister Theresa May from leading the Brexit
negotiations. “I don’t believe she or the
Conservatives are doing what is best for the
UK,” he said, arguing that “it would be better to
have a Labour government.”

According to YouGov, 53 percent of
“Remainers” - those who voted to stay in the
bloc - intend to vote for the main opposition
party led by Jeremy Corbyn, even though his
campaign to stay in the EU was lacklustre and
he is now promising Brexit. But the party’s
pledge to respect the outcome of the referen-
dum while also negotiating a “close relation-
ship” with the EU resonates well with
“Remainers”.

Forty-eight percent of them believe “the
government has a duty to carry out” Brexit,
according to a YouGov poll from May 8. “People
voted, so at the end of the day, if you go back
on this referendum, why would you abide by
any other referendum?” Natasha, a human
resource professional told AFP. Describing her-
self as “unrepresented” on the campaign trail,
Natasha argued that the referendum’s close
result “gives credence to the fact that there
should be a soft Brexit” where Britain would
remain inside the European single market and
allow immigration. —AFP

Anti-Brexit voters face tough choice

CARACAS: Supporters of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro demonstrate against
Attorney General Luisa Ortega and her new stance against the government during in
a rally on Friday. —AFP


