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Simone Gbagbo: 
‘Iron Lady’ of 
Ivory Coast
ABIDJAN: Ivory Coast’s “Iron Lady”
Simone Gbagbo-soon to be released from
prison in an amnesty-basked in her role as
the power behind the throne during her
husband’s regime, but to foes she was a
pitiless killer. The wife of former president
Laurent Gbagbo, who lost power in 2010
after a turbulent decade in office, is one of
some 800 people who are being freed by
President Alassane Ouatarra.

Laurent Gbagbo has been in detention
at the International Criminal Court (ICC)
at The Hague for seven years. His wife is
three years into a 20-year sentence for
“endangering state security” for her role
in political violence that claimed some
3,000 lives after a bitter 2010 presiden-
tial election. The couple were arrested in
April 2011 by forces loyal to Ouattara
during a French-backed military opera-
tion, after five months of fighting. She was
accused of actively supporting Laurent
Gbagbo in his bid to keep power after his
electoral defeat.

Her 2015 conviction revolved around
her alleged involvement in a 2011 shelling
of a market in a district of the capital
Abidjan that supported Ouattara and for
being a member of a “crisis cell” that

allegedly coordinated attacks by the
armed forces and militias in support of
her husband. Fervently Christian but ruth-
less by reputation, Simone Gbagbo never
sought to deny exercising political influ-
ence after her husband rose to power in
2000 elections in which former prime
minister Ouattara was barred from stand-
ing on the grounds he was a foreigner.

“All the ministers respect me, and they
often consider me above them. I’ve got
what it takes to be a minister,” she told
the French newsweekly l’Express in 2001,
justifying her stance after a life she said
had been dedicated to activism. “I
engaged in political struggle against the
former regime alongside men. I spent six
months in prison, I was beaten, molested,
left for dead. After all those trials, it’s logi-
cal that people don’t mess with me.”

‘Blood Lady’ 
Born in the predominantly Christian

south in 1949 as one of 18 children of a
policeman, she studied linguistics and his-
tory before becoming a trade union
activist. Her militancy led to a jail term in
the 1970s for openly criticizing then pres-
ident Felix Houphouet-Boigny-Ivory
Coast’s first leader after independence
from France in 1960 — when he rejected
opposition calls for multi-party elections.

She and Laurent Gbagbo married in
1989 after founding the opposition social-
ist Ivorian Popular Front (FPI), and she
was later elected to parliament in the
world’s leading cocoa producer. Her hus-

band sought to change relations with for-
mer colonial master Paris, arguing that
previous regimes had been servile, and
the first lady proved a fierce critic of
“neo-colonialism”, once famously
describing France’s former president
Nicolas Sarkozy-a main mover in her
husband’s downfall-as “the devil”.

Supporters of Simone Gbagbo’s com-
mitment to political causes hailed her as
“the Hillary Clinton of the tropics”. But for
detractors, the “Iron Lady” became the

“Blood Lady”, amid allegations by human
rights activists that the regime used teams
of killers to deal with opponents. Those
concerns were reinforced when she was
implicated by a French judicial inquiry
into the sinister disappearance of French-
Canadian journalist Guy-Andre Kieffer in
Ivory Coast in 2004. Gbagbo frequently
mingled politics with the evangelical faith
she practiced after “miraculously” surviv-
ing a car crash and starting prayer meet-
ings at the presidential palace. —AFP

ABIDJAN: In this file photo taken on May 9, 2016 Ivory Coast’s former first
lady Simone Gbagbo waves at her supporters as she arrives at Abidjan’s
courthouse prior to the opening hearing of her trial over charges of crimes
against humanity for her alleged role in the 2010 electoral violence. —AFP

SYDNEY: Australia’s population was due
to hit 25 million today, renewing debate
about overcrowding and infrastructure
pressures in major cities as the govern-
ment explores ways to encourage
migrants into regional areas. The
Australian Bureau of Statistics projects
that the population is growing by one per-
son every 83 seconds and is due to reach
the milestone figure at 1300 GMT.

It will mark a doubling of the number of
people since 1970 who call Australia home.
The population rose by 388,000 last year
and about 60 percent of this was due to
immigration by people with special skills
or family visas. Despite Australia’s huge
size, about 90 percent of new arrivals set-
tle in Melbourne and Sydney, the govern-
ment said, prompting a fresh debate on its
approach to migration as cities fill up.

“There are some areas that are feeling
population pressures but there’s other
regions in Australia that are actually cry-

ing out for more people,” Citizenship
Minister Alan Tudge told broadcaster
ABC. “We need a better distribution of
migration across Australia because nearly
all the migration is going to Melbourne
and Sydney at the moment.”

Tudge wants migrants to look outside
the country’s two largest cities to state
capitals and regional hubs where he said
there were better chances of finding jobs.
The minister added the government was
considering levers in its visa allocation to
promote regional migration, but did not
go into detail. “We do have an ability to
provide additional encouragement, indeed
conditions, on people as to where they
go,” he said. “So that is what we are
exploring, and that is why we are having
discussions with the South Australian pre-
mier and elsewhere.”

Overcrowding and inadequate infra-
structure is a major issue in Australia, as
state governments jostle with Canberra

over planning priorities and funding. The
25 million milestone has provided fodder
for all sides of the political debate, with
experts warning that a lack of coherent
planning is limiting potential. “Many indi-
vidual towns and cities across the country
are trying, best they can, to cope with

population growth, stimulate population
growth, or, for some, curb population
loss,” said Curtin University geographer
Amanda Davies. “Without a national
framework to bring this knowledge and
effort together, opportunities are being
missed.” —AFP

SYDNEY: People cross a road in the central business district. —AFP

India asks telcos to 
find ways to block 
Facebook, WhatsApp 
NEW DELHI: India has asked its telecom opera-
tors to find ways of blocking applications such as
Facebook and messaging app WhatsApp in the
case of misuse, according to a document seen by
Reuters. India has in recent months intensified
efforts to crack down on mass message forwards
after it found that people were using social media
and messaging apps to spread rumors and stoke
public anger.

WhatsApp in particular has faced the wrath of
Indian regulators after false messages circulated on
the messaging platform led to a series of lynchings
and mob beatings across the country. The depart-
ment of telecommunications in July asked Indian
telecom service providers, as well as mobile and
internet industry bodies, to “explore various possible
options” to block such apps. “You are ... requested
to explore various possible options and confirm how
the Instagram/Facebook/Whatsapp/Telegram and
such other mobile apps can be blocked on internet,”
according to the government letter dated July 18 and
seen by Reuters.

Facebook Inc, which owns both WhatsApp and
photo-sharing platform Instagram, declined to
comment. Telegram did not immediately respond
to a request for comment. A source at India’s
department of telecommunication said the letter
was aimed at finding ways to block such apps
during “emergency situations. There is a need for
a reasonable good solution to protect national
security,” said the official, who declined to be
named. —Reuters

DHAKA: Days of protests over road safety in
Bangladesh looked to be fizzling out yesterday after
around 150 people were injured in clashes with riot
police and pro-government thugs wielding iron bars.
Nine days of protests saw tens of thousands of
teenagers and students paralyze traffic in the capital
Dhaka and beyond. Eight buses were torched and hun-
dreds of vehicles vandalized.

Police responded with tear gas and rubber bullets
while allegedly pro-government mobs attacked demon-
strators, photographers and even the US ambassador’s
car. Students said yesterday
that many went back to
school as they fear further
government repression if the
protests continued. “We are
panicked. We hear that
some of the students who
took part in yesterday’s
protests have been arrest-
ed,” a private university stu-
dent told AFP, speaking on
condition of anonymity.

Another student, Ratul
Abdullah, said four of his
friends have been missing since yesterday. “Today
everything is normal. Students have returned to their
classes,” Mahbubur Rahman, head of Bangladesh’s sec-
ondary and higher education authority, told AFP. “So
far no news of protests from any university,” he said,
adding that the authorities have shut down two univer-
sities in an effort to quell the protests.

Some 200 students at a state-run university in west-
ern city of Rajshahi however joined a march and rally, a
student activist of the university said. The protests, ini-
tially by highschoolers and then students, were to

demand better safety on Bangladesh’s chaotic and cor-
ruption-riddled transport network after a bus killed two
teens on July 29.

At least 7,397 people-around 20 a day-died in road
accidents last year, up nearly a quarter from 2016,
according to the private Passengers Welfare
Association. At the height of the protests, hundreds of
students were seen managing Dhaka’s notorious traffic
and checking whether cars and buses had valid licenses
and proof of roadworthiness. The lengthy standoff
attracted major foreign media interest and criticism of

Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina’s government from
the United Nations,
Washington and rights
groups. On Monday, as stu-
dents threw bricks at police
using tear gas and rubber
bullets, the government
sought to quell the anger
with promises of tougher
sentences for dangerous
driving.

‘We want justice’ 
Analyst Ali Riaz, a professor of Illinois State

University, said the protests reflected broader issues
including “the absence of accountability in gover-
nance and the absence of rule of law”. “Simmering
discontent among the younger population about the
direction of the country has surfaced through this
movement. Their slogan, ‘We want justice’ is quite
telling in this regard,” he said. 

“Whatever happens to the movement in the coming
days, however it ends, the younger generation has
demonstrated that they can challenge the prevailing

culture of fear; their courage will have an indelible
mark on the Bangladeshi society and politics,” he said.
Rights groups have also called for the immediate
release of Shahidul Alam, a renowned Bangladeshi
photographer detained on Sunday night after com-
ments on Al Jazeera and on Facebook about the

demonstrations. Alam, who authorities said was being
questioned for “giving false information” and
“provocative comments”, said on Monday that he was
beaten in custody. “(They) washed my bloodstained
punjabi (tunic) and made me wear it again,” he said as
he was taken into a Dhaka court. —AFP

Eight buses were torched and hundreds of vehicles vandalized

Bangladesh safety protests 
fizzle after days of violence

KOLKATA: Indian students burn an effigy of Prime Minister of Bangladesh Sheikh Hasina Wazed during a
rally in support of the students movement in Bangladesh near the Deputy High Commission Of
Bangladesh office. —AFP

Regional push as Australia’s
population hits 25 million

Germany jails couple
for selling young 
son online
FREIBURG: A German court handed down lengthy
jail sentences yesterday to a couple for repeatedly
sexually abusing their young son and selling him to
pedophiles online, in a shocking case that raised
pointed questions about the competence of child
protection services. Following a criminal probe that
even seasoned investigators said pushed them to the
emotional limit, the regional court in Freiburg sen-
tenced the boy’s mother, Berrin Taha, to 12 and a half
years in prison.

Her partner Christian Lais, the boy’s stepfather
whom he called “papa”, received a 12-year sentence
followed by preventive detention. Lais, 39, was
allowed to live in their home despite a previous con-
viction for child abuse and a court order to stay away
from minors. The judges found that the unemployed
couple had sexually assaulted the boy, now 10,
numerous times and pimped him on the so-called
darknet between May 2015 and August 2017.

They were convicted of rape, aggravated sexual
assault of children, forced prostitution and distribu-
tion of child pornography, judge Stefan Buergelin
said. The couple was also ordered to pay a total of
42,500 euros ($49,200) in damages to the boy and
another victim, a girl who was temporarily in their
care. Taha, 48, said through her lawyer that she would
not appeal, in order to spare her son an even longer
legal ordeal. —AFP

Sandals point to victims 
in mosque shattered 
by Indonesia quake
LADING-LADING: A shattered mosque in quake-hit
northern Lombok, where sandals remain scattered
outside its entrance, has become a focal point of the
rescue effort after one weeping man was hauled out

of the wreckage. An unknown number of worshippers
were performing evening prayers at the Jabal Nur
mosque in the village of Lading-Lading on Sunday
when the 6.9-magnitude quake sent deadly tremors
coursing through the ground.

Congregants described chaotic scenes as the
shallow quake hit, bringing down walls and bending
the minaret. Some got out before the roof came
down, others did not. “We were praying when sud-
denly an extremely strong shaking occurred,” Tara,
who like many Indonesians only has one name, told
AFP. “I immediately grabbed my grandson, who is

three years old, everyone was then scrambling to get
out,” he added.

As many as 50 people may have been in the
mosque at the time of the quake, another witness
named Kelana told AFP. “Our imam ran, so the
others followed,” the 53-year-old said, adding he
couldn’t tell how many people managed to escape.
Police, soldiers and volunteers have worked franti-
cally to remove debris from the site in scenes
repeated across the picturesque volcanic island,
which  draws  ho l idaymakers  f rom around the
world. —AFP
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