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Killers of tourists in Tajikistan 
‘pledge allegiance’ in IS video

Tajik authorities declared 2018 ‘a year of tourism’
DUSHANBE: The Islamic State group yesterday
released a video showing what it said was a pledge
of allegiance by the five men accused of murdering
European and American tourists in Tajikistan. An
armed gang attacked a group of seven foreign
cyclists, killing four and injuring two, on a popular
biking route in the south of the impoverished ex-
Soviet nation on Sunday. The incident was first
reported as a hit-and-run road accident but later
claimed by Islamic State jihadists. 

Tajik authorities however say the attack was
carried out by a banned Islamist opposition party
with the backing of rival Iran. The video released
by IS yesterday shows five men, who resemble pic-
tures of the suspects put out by Tajik police, sitting
by a tree in front of a jihadist flag. The clip shows
them swearing allegiance to Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi,
the group’s leader.

Tajikistan released pictures of four of the sus-
pects after they were killed by police while resist-
ing arrest. A 33-year-old man resembling the fifth
participant in the video has been detained. A fur-
ther three suspects were also being held, police

said. The victims — two Americans, one Swiss citi-
zen and one Dutch citizen — were killed after
being struck by a car and attacked as they cycled a
road off the Pamir Highway — a popular tourist
route with spectacular views. Two other foreigners
were injured in the attack in Danghara district,
about 100 kilometers from the capital Dushanbe. A
French citizen survived unscathed. Tajik authorities
had declared 2018 “a year of tourism”. 

‘Baseless allegations’ 
Tajikistan brushed off the earlier claim of

responsibility by the IS group, saying the leader of
the attackers was Hussein Abdusamadov, an “active
member” of the Islamic Renaissance Party of
Tajikistan (IRPT). He had undergone “military sabo-
tage” training in Iran, police said yesterday. But a
spokesman for the IRPT — which was banned in
2015 as part of a crackdown that has been criticised
by the US and several rights groups — rejected the
claim. “These allegations are baseless and they are
not our members,” Mahmudjon Faizrahmon told
AFP. “Unfortunately, the authorities used this human

and national tragedy to suppress their opponents,”
he said. Tehran also denied any involvement. “The
Islamic Republic of Iran denies any link with this
terrorist attack and categorically denies that there is
any military base to train terrorists inside Iran,” said
foreign ministry spokesman Bahram Ghasemi, quot-
ed by the Mehr news agency. “We condemn all ter-
rorist acts all over the world, including the recent
attack on foreign tourists in Tajikistan,” he said.

While majority-Muslim Iran and Tajikistan share
a Persian cultural and linguistic heritage, relations
between the countries have been tense. Although
Muslims in Tajikistan overwhelmingly adhere to the
Sunni Islam, Shia Islam dominates in Iran, limiting
religious ties between the two countries. In 2016, a
Tajik court gave life sentences to key figures in the
IRPT, a group authorities have accused of plotting
to overthrow the government. Some members of
the IRPT had fought government forces in the civil
war in Tajikistan that lasted from 1992 to 1997. The
party’s subsequent participation in domestic poli-
tics was widely viewed as a positive legacy of the
peace process. — AFP 

A image taken from a video released by The Islamic State’s (IS) Amaq News
Agency yesterday, allegedly shows the five executors of an attack on foreign
tourists on a bike tour in southern Tajikistan. — AFP 

Tense count as 
Zimbabwe oppn
claim victory

HARARE: Zimbabwe’s opposition MDC party yesterday
claimed victory in the country’s historic elections, setting
the scene for a showdown with the ruling ZANU-PF that
has held power since independence in 1980. Senior MDC
official Tendai Biti said party leader Nelson Chamisa had
won the presidential race, and alleged that the authorities
were delaying the publication of results. “The results show
beyond reasonable doubt that we have won the election
and that the next president of Zimbabwe is Nelson
Chamisa,” Biti told a press conference at the party’s head-
quarters in Harare.

“We are however seriously concerned about evidence
of interference... there is a deliberate delay in announcing
the results. This delay is totally unacceptable.” President
Emmerson Mnangagwa, 75, has also said he was confident
of victory in Zimbabwe’s first election since former leader
Robert Mugabe was ousted in November after 37 years in
power. “The information from our reps on the ground is
extremely positive! Waiting patiently for official results as
per the constitution,” Mnangagwa said on Twitter early
yesterday.

The rival claims pointed to a contested result, raising
the prospect of competing fraud allegations and a possible
run-off vote in September-required if no candidate wins at
least 50 percent of ballots in the first round. Analysts have
said it was unclear whether the country’s generals, who
ousted Mugabe and ushered Mnangagwa into office,
would accept a win by the Movement for Democratic
Change (MDC). Defeat for the ruling party would likely
lead “to a denunciation of the election by the Mnangagwa
administration and the potential for the military to inter-
vene to secure power for ZANU-PF,” the London-based
BMI risk consultancy said.

Anxious wait for results 
“I am scared-is there going to be unrest?” Stone

Sibanda, a 39-year-old taxi driver in Harare, told AFP. “It is
a very sensitive moment. Everyone is anxious.” Estimated
turnout was around 75 percent before polls closed on
Monday evening after a peaceful day of voting. Early
results from the elections-presidential, parliamentary and
local-are expected today, and full results are due by
Saturday. At one polling station in the capital Harare, offi-
cials counted large piles of ballots using gas lanterns and
candles late into the night on Monday. If required,
Zimbabwe’s 5.6 million registered voters would be asked
to return to the polls to vote in a presidential run-off on
September 8. Zimbabwe’s much-criticised election author-
ity declared yesterday that the vote had been free of rig-
ging-even though the count was not yet completed. “We
are absolutely confident there was no rigging... we at the
Zimbabwean Election Commission will not steal (the peo-
ple’s) choice of leaders, we will not subvert their will,” said
ZEC chair Priscilla Chigumba.

Mugabe, 94, whose authoritarian regime held power
through violent, fraud-riddled elections, voted in Harare
alongside his wife Grace after a surprise press conference
at his home on Sunday at which he called for voters to
reject ZANU-PF, his former party.

EU cites ‘shortcomings’ 
Once-banned European Union election observers,

present for the first time in years, said participation
appeared high but warned of possible problems in the
polling process. “There are shortcomings that we have to
check. We don’t know yet whether it was a pattern,” EU
chief observer Elmar Brok told AFP on Monday.

The bloc will deliver a preliminary report on the con-
duct of the election on Wednesday, as will the Southern
African Development Community (SADC) and the African
Union teams. Mnangagwa, Mugabe’s former right-hand
man in ZANU-PF, was the clear election front-runner, ben-
efitting from tacit military support, loyal state media and
ruling party controls of government resources. — AFP

HARARE: Supporters of MDC (Movement for Democratic
Change Alliance) leader and opposition presidential
candidate cheer outside the MDC headquarters. — AFP 

Ukraine’s prisons
languish despite
promised reform
KIEV: Around 20 men are crammed into the foul-smelling
cell, where cockroaches wander across the walls and barred
windows.  This is one of Ukraine’s most notorious prisons, the
Lukyanivska facility in central Kiev, where improvements
have long been promised but have yet to materialize. “This is
how it is,” a prisoner tells AFP as he pulls back a piece of fab-

ric that barely separates a toilet — covered in a thick layer of
mould — from the rest of the room.

Largely unchanged since the Soviet period, the
Ukrainian penitentiary system is infamous for its dire con-
ditions. Pro-Western Ukrainian authorities launched efforts
to reform the creaking infrastructure two years ago, but the
project has stalled largely because of a lack of funding. “A
prison is not a cognac, it does not improve with age,”
deputy justice minister Denys Chernyshov said of
Lukyanivska, which has a 150-year history.

‘No point in a makeover’ 
Over the years it has been home to numerous high profile

prisoners, including the future leader of the Soviet secret
police Felix Dzerzhinsky, the filmmaker Sergei Paradzhanov

and many dissidents. More recently former Ukrainian Prime
Minister Yulia Tymoshenko was also held in the women’s
wing, where conditions are slightly better. 

Some of the buildings in the prison complex have been
renovated but the only way to improve the rest is to knock
them down, Chernyshov told AFP. “The way things are at the
moment it is impossible to get rid of the mould because it has
gone all the way through the walls — there is no point in try-
ing to do a makeover,” he said. “It is necessary to build a new
building.” With 2,500 inmates, Lukyanivska is among the
worst of its kind, according to a report made this year by the
Ukraine’s Ombudsman. Kiev authorities have put the land on
the market, with a view to using the funds to construct a new
facility outside the capital. But Chernyshov admits they have
not yet received an offer. — AFP


