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BARCELONA: Spanish police officers walk in the street after seizing ballot-boxes in a polling station in
Barcelona on the day of a referendum on independence for Catalonia banned by Madrid. — AFP 

BARCELONA: Spanish riot police smashed their way into
a polling station in Catalonia yesterday as they sought to
shut down a banned independence referendum and there
were reports of officers firing rubber bullets in the regional
capital Barcelona. Catalan emergency services said 38
people were hurt, mostly with minor injuries, as a result of
police action. Police burst into the polling station in a town
in Girona province minutes before Catalan leader Carles
Puigdemont was due to vote there. They smashed glass
panels to force open the door as voters, fists in the air,
sang the Catalan anthem.

Police also fired rubber bullets in central Barcelona, El
Periodico newspaper reported, at the intersection of two
streets as violence erupted during the vote which has
thrown Spain into its worst constitutional crisis for
decades. Officers with riot shields jostled with hundreds of
voters outside one station at a school in Barcelona as the
crowd chanted “We are people of peace!” Armored vans
and an ambulance were parked nearby. The referendum
has been declared illegal by Spain’s central government in
Madrid, which says the constitution states the country is
indivisible and has drafted in thousands of police from
around Spain into Catalonia to prevent the vote.

The Catalan regional government had scheduled voting
to open at 9 am at around 2,300 stations, but Madrid said
on Saturday it had shut more than half of them. Voting

started at some sites in the region of 7.5 million people,
which has its own language and culture and is an industrial
hub with an economy larger than that of Portugal. Leader
Puigdemont changed plans and voted at a different station
after the police action, the regional government said.
People had occupied some stations with the aim of pre-
venting police from locking them down. Organizers smug-
gled in ballot boxes before dawn and urged voters to use
passive resistance against police.

In a school used as a polling station in Barcelona, police
in riot gear carried out ballot boxes while would-be voters
chanted “out with the occupying forces!” and “we will
vote!”. The Catalan government said voters could print out
ballot papers at home and lodge them at any polling sta-
tion not closed down by police. “I have got up early
because my country needs me,” said Eulalia Espinal, 65, a
pensioner who started queuing with around 100 others
outside one polling station, a Barcelona school, in rain at
about 5 a.m. “We don’t know what’s going to happen but
we have to be here,” she said.

A minority of around 40 percent of Catalans support
independence, polls show, although a majority want to
hold a referendum on the issue. A “yes” result is likely in
the referendum, given most of those who support inde-
pendence are expected to cast ballots while most of those
against it are not. The ballot will have no legal status as it

has been blocked by Spain’s Constitutional Court and
Madrid has the ultimate power under its 1978 charter to
suspend the regional government’s authority to rule if it

declares independence. Organizers had asked voters to
turn out before dawn, hoping for large crowds to be the
world’s first image of voting day. “This is a great opportu-
nity. I’ve waited 80 years for this,” said 92-year-old
Ramon Jordana, a former taxi driver waiting to vote in Sant
Pere de Torello, a town in the foothills of the Pyrenees and
a pro-independence bastion. He had wrapped his wrists in
Catalan flags, among 100-150 people who gathered at a
local school that had been listed as a polling station, ready
to block any police from entering. A tractor also stood
guard, though no police had yet arrived. Leading up to the
referendum, Spanish police arrested Catalan officials,
seized campaigning leaflets and occupied the Catalan gov-
ernment’s communications hub.

But Catalan leaders urged voters to turn out in a
peaceful expression of democracy. Families have occu-
pied scores of schools earmarked as voting centers,
sleeping overnight in an attempt to prevent police from
sealing them off. “If I can’t vote, I want to turn out in the
streets and say sincerely that we want to vote,” said
independence supporter Jose Miro, a 60-year-old
schools inspector. Only the Catalan police, or Mossos
d’Esquadra, had so far been monitoring polling stations.
They are held in affection by Catalans, especially after
they hunted down Islamists accused of staging deadly
attacks in the region in August. — Reuters

Police storm Catalonia polling station 
Catalans defy Spain, turn out for banned independence vote

BEIRUT: Syria’s war killed at least 3,000 people including
955 civilians in September, the deadliest month of the con-
flict this year, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
monitor said yesterday. Hundreds of thousands of Syrians
have been killed and millions displaced since the war
erupted in 2011 with the brutal repression of anti-govern-
ment protests. It has since spiraled into a complex conflict
involving world powers, with Russia-backed regime forces
and a US-supported alliance separately battling the
Islamic State jihadist group in the country. 

The 955 civilians killed in September included 207 chil-
dren, said the Britain-based Observatory, which relies on a
wide network of sources inside Syria for its information.
“More than 70 percent of the civilians were killed in
regime and Russian air strikes, or in air raids of the inter-
national coalition” fighting IS, the monitor’s head Rami
Abdel Rahman said. 

Backed by Russian air strikes, the forces of Syria’s
President Bashar Al-Assad are pressing a battle to retake
IS-controlled areas in the eastern province of Deir Ezzor.
A US-led international coalition has been providing air
support to a Kurdish-Arab alliance, the Syrian Democratic
Forces, also fighting the jihadists in their former northern
bastion of Raqa city and in Deir Ezzor.

The number of people killed in September was higher
because of increased fighting and “intensified air raids of
the international coalition and Russia against jihadist bas-
tions in the north and east of Syria, but also due to
increased Russian and regime strikes on rebel-held
areas,” Abdel Rahman said. Russian and regime warplanes
have in the past two weeks increased their strikes on the
northwestern province of Idlib, which is largely controlled
by Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS), a group led by Al-

Qaeda’s former Syria affiliate. Eight children were among
at least 34 civilians killed in strikes overnight Friday-
Saturday on the town of Armanaz in Idlib, the
Observatory said. HTS is not party to a deal brokered by
Russia, Turkey and Iran for a safe zone in the province,
one of four such zones nationwide. The Observatory said
the September toll also included 790 regime troops and
loyalists, 738 jihadists from IS and HTS, and 550 rebels
and SDF members. Syria’s conflict has killed more than
330,000 people since 2011.

Early yesterday, IS retook the town of Al-Qaryatain
in the central province of Homs, previously a symbol of
religious coexistence. Government troops have now
surrounded Al-Qaryatain, where several Christian fami-
lies are believed to be living, the Observatory said.
Regime forces recaptured Al-Qaryatain in April 2016
after eight months of jihadist control. In August 2015,
IS abducted 270 Christians from the town, transporting
them around 90 kilometers away deep into the Syria
desert and then locking them up in an underground

dungeon. They were freed 25 days later. The same
month, IS ravaged a monastery in  the town and
reduced a fifth-century mud brick church to rubble
with explosives and bulldozers. Earlier this week, the
jihadists launched an assault on government positions
in Syria’s vast Badiya desert, killing at least 128 regime
troops. Russia-backed Syrian troops have been battling
for months to retake the Badiya, which stretches from
the country’s centre to the Iraqi and Jordanian borders
and has been held by IS since 2014. — Reuters
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JISR ASH SHUGHUR, Syria: A Syrian man rides his bicycle past a destroyed building in the district
of Jisr Al-Shughur, in the northwestern Idlib province. — AFP 

SANT JULIA DE RAMIS: Catalan President Carles
Puigdemont holds a carnation in Sant Julia de
Ramis during a referendum on independence for
Catalonia banned by Madrid. — AFP 


