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Gender equality
push picks up 
pace in Tunisia
TUNIS: Long seen as a pioneer for women’s rights in
the Arab world, Tunisia is pushing ahead with reforms
promised after its 2011 revolution-but campaigners
say much remains to be done. The country’s 2014
constitution was praised as a key achievement in the
revolt that toppled longtime dictator Zine El Abidine
Ben Ali and sparked the Arab Spring uprisings. But
much of it has yet to be passed into law, including
provisions on gender equality. 

Now, moves are afoot on women’s political repre-
sentation, interfaith marriage and the contentious
question of inheritance. A law on violence against
women, passed last year, finally came into force in
January. A new electoral code forces political parties
to put forward female candidates for municipal elec-
tions set for May. Since September, Tunisian women
have been free to marry non-Muslims.  But now a
commission set up by President Beji Caid Essebsi to
examine “individual liberties” and equality is to tackle
a particularly contentious question-reforms to the
country’s inheritance laws.

‘It’s time’ 
Current legislation, inspired by Islamic law, allo-

cates a man twice the inheritance of a woman.
Women led more than 1,500 demonstrators in Tunis
earlier this month to call for equal inheritance rights.
But their demands and Essebsi’s moves to change the
law have sparked outrage from conservatives.

Muslim clerics have labelled Essebsi’s proposals “a
flagrant violation” of Islamic precepts. But Bochra
Belhaj Hmida, head of the commission, said “there is a
real political will” to change the legislation. “The
president’s initiative is likely to be adopted by parlia-
ment,” she told AFP. “The role of the politicians is to
raise the level of citizens’ awareness... It’s time,” she
added. Ennahdha Laws similar to the current Tunisian
legislation apply in many Muslim-majority countries. 

In Morocco, 100 intellectuals signed a petition in
late March demanding an end to unequal inheritance
laws, but public opinion remains divided. In Tunisia,
rare opinion polls suggest a majority of people are
opposed to equality in inheritance. But many parents
already apply the principle by giving their daughters
extra money while they are still alive.

‘Not simple’ 
Observers say there is a window of opportunity to

change the law ahead of 2019 elections, thanks to
Essebsi’s current hold on power and the consensus
between his party, Nidaa Tounes, and the Islamists of
Ennahdha. But given the subject’s sensitivity, the
commission has put off publishing its proposals until
after municipal elections in May. 

Hmida said Essebsi wanted to “leave a very
important trace in history”, echoing that of Tunisia’s
first president Habib Bourguiba, who gave the coun-
try its groundbreaking personal status code.
Adopted in 1956, the code granted Tunisian women
rights that were unprecedented in the Arab world.
“There are elements that are politically favorable
towards reform,” said Sana Ben Achour, a law pro-
fessor and feminist campaigner. “But it’s not simple. It
touches on heritage that has been passed down for
thousands of years.”

She said much needed to be done to “rally practic-
ing Muslims” who see equality as contrary to the
Koran. Essebsi’s commission is also set to propose
changes to laws on family status and passing on
nationality to children. It has plenty of work to do: it
has identified some 2,500 texts as unconstitutional-
including anal testing of homosexuals and prison
terms for “attacks on morality”. —AFP

Iranians use visa-free travel 
to Serbia to flee into Europe 

They complain that, as Arabs, they have few rights in Iran
BELGRADE: Until six months ago, the Lovimi family from
Iran had never heard of Serbia. But here they are, currently in
Belgrade, after arriving without visas last August, waiting to
continue on to Germany, where they plan to build a new and
better life in the future. The family of four comes from the
town of Ahvaz in the province of Khuzestan in Iran’s south
west, where the majority of the population is Arabic.

They complain that, as Arabs, they have few rights in Iran,
their children are forced to
learn Farsi and not Arabic in
school, and they are treated
as second-class citizens, with
little hope of finding a job. So,
when Belgrade and Tehran
abolished reciprocal tourist
visas last August, the Lovimis
decided to take their chance
and come to Belgrade. And
from there, they hoped to
continue on to the EU and a
better future.  The Lovimis
are not the only ones. 

According to official sta-
tistics, around 7,000 fellow Iranians have arrived in Serbia
since August, initially as tourists, but some of them with no
intention of returning home.  Shahla Lovimi, a 40-year-old
housewife, says she and her family had originally gone to
Turkey with the intention of carrying on from there to
Germany via Italy. “We have never had the intention to go
through Belgrade. We have never heard about Belgrade. We
went to Turkey and the smuggler took us here,” she tells AFP.
She and her car mechanic husband and their two children,
aged 11 and 17, paid the smuggler 22,000 euros ($27,000). 

Left on their own 
For two months, they lived in various Belgrade apartments

and hostels, waiting for the smuggler to pick them up and take

them to the EU by car. But when the smuggler vanished four
months ago, leaving them on their own, the Lovimis turned to
Info Park, a local non-governmental group helping refugees.

According to Info Park’s communication officer Stevan
Tatalovic, a number of Iranians are using the visa liberaliza-
tion agreement to come to Europe and stay there illegally as
migrants. “These are often people who are persecuted for
political reasons, LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender)

people, or people whose
religion was not Islam,”
Tatalovic said.

Their intention is not to
seek asylum in Serbia, but
to continue on, often to
Britain or other EU coun-
tries, he said. Serbia
argues that visa liberaliza-
tion will help develop
tourism between the two
countries and attract busi-
ness investment in the
longer term. Nevertheless,
Serbian Trade Minister

Rasim Ljajic said the two countries are aware of, and will
clamp down on any possible abuses of the visa-free scheme. 

However, Info Park’s Tatalovic said that with direct flights
between Tehran and Belgrade resuming after 27 years, up to
600 Iranians could soon be arriving in Serbia every week. Two
airlines are already offering flights and a third will follow in April
and most of the flights are already fully booked until the end of
summer. “The migration systems in Europe must recalibrate for
this new route,” Info Park warned in a recent statement.

While the numbers cannot be compared with hundreds of
thousands who passed through Serbia in 2015 and 2016, EU
officials are nevertheless concerned. Serbian Foreign Minister
Ivica Dacic said recently that the EU and Germany were
already asking why the country had abolished the visa

regime. Hundreds of thousands of migrants travelling to west-
ern and northern Europe passed through Belgrade along the
so-called Balkan route until it was shut down in 2016.

Trying their luck on foot 
Several thousands of them got stuck in Serbia, but every

day dozens try to continue their journey. Shahla Lovimi says

her family will try to reach the EU on foot. “The smuggler has
disappeared and we have no money to pay another one. We
will maybe try our luck walking,” she says. The family was
intercepted by police when they tried to enter EU member
Croatia earlier this month, and they were sent back to Serbia.
But Lovimi insists they will try again as going back to Iran is
not an option for them. —AFP

7,000 Iranians
have arrived 

in Serbia 

BELGRADE: Ramin Lovimi, a refugee from Iran, his wife Shahla Lovimi and their daughter Asma Lovimi are pictured
during an interview with AFP at a migrant center. —AFP 

Syrians quit Ghouta 
as talks for last 
pocket stutter
DOUMA: Hundreds more Syrian rebels and civilians pre-
pared Friday to leave Eastern Ghouta under a negotiated
withdrawal, as Russia unilaterally announced a similar deal
to empty the final pocket of the battered enclave. The for-
mer rebel bastion on the outskirts of Damascus has been
drained by a nearly six-week Syrian government assault
and two evacuation deals brokered by regime ally Moscow.

Under such agreements, rebels agree to hand over ter-
ritory in exchange for safe passage for them and civilians
to opposition-held northwest Syria. More than 36,000
people have already been bussed out of the enclave, and
fresh evacuations were under way on Friday. Some 4,800
people, including fighters, were boarding buses in a pocket
of Ghouta held by the Faylaq Al-Rahman rebel faction,
Syrian state media reported.

The agreement for that withdrawal, reached last week, left
the overpopulated, devastated town of Douma as the final
rebel holdout in the region. Russia’s defense ministry on
Friday said it had brokered a deal that would see rebels aban-
don Douma “shortly”, but the fighters there quickly denied it.
“We categorically refuse leaving or being displaced,” said
Jaish al-Islam’s spokesman Hamza Bayraqdar. “That’s an
essential demand of the negotiations. We have not reached an
agreement yet,” he told AFP, adding that talks were ongoing. 

Civilians hang in balance 
Civilians in Douma have become anxious over their

uncertain fate. “Jaish Al-Islam is here and has to resolve
the issue of civilians. We hope we can be done with this
whole thing,” said 39-year-old resident Mohammad Al-
Hussein. “If they made me choose between leaving or stay-
ing, I’ll stay. I didn’t stay here for seven years just to leave
in the end,” he added. 

Eastern Ghouta was the armed opposition’s last
stronghold around Damascus, which groups regularly
targeted with rockets and mortar rounds. To secure
Damascus, President Bashar Al-Assad launched a fero-
cious air and ground assault on February 18 to oust
rebels from Ghouta. The Syrian Observatory for

Human Rights monitor says more than 1,600 civilians
have been killed in the onslaught, which has overrun
more than 90 percent of Ghouta. Troops pursued a
divide-and-conquer strategy, seizing most of the
enclave then breaking up what was left of it into three
isolated pockets.

Moscow stepped in and swiftly announced two with-
drawal agreements with rebels, the first of which saw more
than 4,500 fighters and civilians bussed out of the town of
Harasta. The second deal, reached with Faylaq al-Rahman
one week ago, has seen over 31,000 people quit the towns
of Arbin and Zamalka and the Jobar district. —AFP

Teenage suicide 
bombers launch 
attack in Nigeria
KANO: Four teenage girl suicide bombers have killed two
people in multiple attacks in northeast Nigeria, residents said
yesterday, in the latest assault since the government
announced it was in ceasefire talks with Boko Haram. The
suspected Boko Haram attack took place late Friday in the
northeast Borno state capital of Maiduguri, the epicenter of
the group’s Islamist insurgency. The girls, estimated to be
between the ages of 13 and 18, attacked the Zawuya settle-
ment on the outskirts of Maiduguri, killing two people, resi-
dents said. “We lost two people, a woman and a boy, in two of
the four suicide explosions,” Zawuya resident Musa Haruna
Isa said. One of the bombers blew up while trying to scale a
low mud wall outside a house that starting crumbling and det-
onated her explosive belt, killing the boy, Isa said.

“One of them exploded near an open-air mosque, injuring
one person,” he said, adding that another bomber “panicked
from the explosions from her colleagues and squeezed the
trigger in the open, killing only herself.” However, police said
that just one person died in the attack. “They (bombers) deto-
nated the explosives killing themselves and one other per-
son... 13 persons were injured and were taken to a hospital
where they are responding to treatment,” Maiduguri police
said in a statement. The attack highlighted the challenge the
government faces in reaching a ceasefire agreement with the
fractionalised Boko Haram. Last week, when more than 100
schoolgirls were returned to Dapchi after being kidnapped by
the jihadist group, Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari
said his government was offering amnesty to “repentant”
jihadists. But senior security officials cautioned that reaching
any agreement with the group will be difficult, as it is split into
competing factions with different goals. 

The Islamic State-affiliated faction reportedly in talks with
the government is led by Abu Mus’ab Al-Barnawi and is
known for attacks on military targets, while another faction led
by Abubakar Shekau is notorious for suicide bombings killing
civilians. Zawuya, a settlement of people displaced by Boko
Haram mostly from Rann, a town on the remote northeast bor-
der with Cameroon, lies close to the Muna Garage area, home
to some 40,000 internally displaced people. Both camps have
been repeatedly targeted by Boko Haram attacks. —AFP 

Nazi-era law still 
hampers abortion 
access in Germany
BERLIN: After a German court fined her 6,000 euros
($7,400) for spelling out on her practice’s website that she
performs abortions, gynaecologist Kristina Haenel vowed
that “it can’t go on like this”. Likewise, her Kassel-based
colleague Nora Szasz, who is facing a similar threat under
a Nazi-era law, said she would not give in. “We are not
afraid,” Haenel told AFP, vowing she is ready to take the
battle to Germany’s highest court against a 1933 law that
bans medical practitioners from advertising that they carry
out terminations of pregnancies.

Germany, despite being a leading voice for women’s
rights in the 1970s, imposes tight restrictions on abortion.
The procedure is permitted but only under strictly regu-
lated circumstances.  It is left out of universities’ course
books for student doctors and kept unavailable in swathes
of the country. Haenel and Szasz have fallen foul of the law
because they stated on the website of their medical prac-
tice that they perform abortions. 

“That’s just a mention among 12 other types of surgical
procedures that I carry out as a gynecologist,” said Szasz,
who was recently charged for flouting article 219a of the
penal code. With the cases of Haenel and Szasz in the
media spotlight, the issue has sparked a political debate,
with some among the opposition calling for article 219a to
be scrapped and for women to be given access to the criti-
cal information.

Noting that article 219a dated back to May 1933, short-
ly after Adolf Hitler assumed full powers of Nazi Germany,
Verena Osgyan, a local MP for the Greens in the Bavarian
regional parliament, told AFP that it was an “unbelievable
anachronism”. More than 80 years on, abortion remains a
taboo, said Berlin gynaecologist Christiane Tennhardt. “In
Germany, legislation remains very complex and contradic-
tory,” said Jutta Pliefke, of Pro Familia, which counsels
women on pregnancies and sexuality and receives public
funding.

Doctors not taught abortions 
Germany records an average of 100,000 abortions for

790,000 births, while in France, there are 210,000-

220,000 terminations for 800,000 births. A woman who
wants to abort within the first trimester is required to
attend a consultation at a registered centre. The aim of the
interview is to “incite the woman to continue the pregnan-
cy,” according to the rules, even if in the end, she has the
final say. A three-day waiting period is then imposed for
the woman to reconsider her options. Excluding special
circumstances such as a pregnancy that threatens the life
of the mother, or one arising from rape, abortion-which
can cost hundreds of euros-is not a procedure that is
reimbursable by health insurance.

In some regions, including in the predominantly
Catholic state of Bavaria, it may be necessary to travel 100
kilometers to find a doctor who performs the procedure. In
parts of the rich southern region, no public hospital offers
such terminations. “Many of the doctors who do it are long
past their retirement age,” said Osgyan. Some patients
choose to turn to Austria. And the situation looks far from
improving, as doctors are not taught the procedure in uni-
versities. Because of the penal code restriction, no
research grant is provided and neither are medical con-
gresses held on the subject, said Pro Familia.

Blocking any reform of the current legislation, Health
Minister Jens Spahn has spoken out for the protection of
“human life at birth”. “When it comes to the life of ani-
mals, those who now want to promote abortions are
uncompromising,” charged the openly gay minister, tak-
ing aim at liberals calling for greater openness about ter-
minations. Spahn, 37, a critic of Merkel within her
Christian Democrats, has not been known to shy away
from controversy. —AFP

QALAAT AL-MADIQ: A rebel fighter from Eastern Ghouta, holds his weapon as he kisses a child after arriving in
Qalaat Al-Madiq following the ongoing evacuation deals made between rebel fighters and Russia, an ally of the
Syrian President. —AFP  

MUNICH: A woman holds a placard as she protests
against childbearing abortions in front of the entrance of
a local health authority in the Freiham district. —AFP  


