
Mali in presidential 
runoff in shadow 
of security crisis
BAMAKO: Malians were voting yesterday in a presidential
runoff likely to see Ibrahim Boubacar Keita returned to
office despite criticism of his handling of the country’s
security crisis and allegations of election fraud. The sec-
ond round is a rerun of a 2013 faceoff that Keita, 73, won
by a landslide over former finance minister Soumaila Cisse.

This year’s campaign saw fierce attacks on Keita’s per-
ceived failure to dampen a wave of jihadist bloodshed and
ethnic violence, as well as mounting accusations of vote
fraud. But public enthusiasm has been low and the opposi-
tion is fractured. After the July 29 first-round vote the pool
of candidates was reduced from 24 to two, as Keita was
credited with 42 percent of the vote and Cisse, 68, picked
up 18 percent. “We hope the new president does better
and knows how to make up for past mistakes,” El Hajd
Aliou Sow, a retired civil servant, told AFP as he left a
group of early-morning voters.

Mali, a landlocked nation home to at least 20 ethnic
groups where the majority of people live on less than $2 a
day, has battled jihadist attacks and intercommunal vio-
lence for years. The first round was peppered by violence
and threats from armed groups that led to several hundred
polling stations being closed, mainly in the lawless central
region. Security services said Saturday they had disrupted
a plot to carry out “targeted attacks” in the capital
Bamako on the eve of the runoff. Keita cast his vote in the
capital Bamako shortly after 0900 GMT and warned
against “staged” electoral fraud after accusations of ballot
box stuffing and other irregularities.

“How could you stage fraud when you are assured of
the support of your people?” Keita said. Cisse’s party told
AFP in the early hours of yesterday that ballot papers
were already circulating, several hours before polls

opened. But he has failed to unite the opposition behind
him, and first-round challengers have either backed the
president or refused to give voting instructions. Few
Malians attended a string of planned marches and protests
called for by opposition leaders in the capital Bamako
ahead of the run-off. As a result, Keita, commonly named
“IBK” after his initials, is the clear favorite.

Security boosted
Voting will close at 1800 GMT and results are expect-

ed within five days. Turnout was low in the first round at
around 40 percent. Security has been tightened for the
second round, an aide in the prime minister’s office said,
with 20 percent more soldiers on duty. This means 36,000
Malian military will be deployed, 6,000 more than two

weeks earlier, with a particular focus on the Mopti region
in the centre of the country where voting stations had
been closed. The three main opposition candidates mount-
ed a last-ditch legal challenge to the first-round result,
alleging ballot-box stuffing and other irregularities. But
their petition was rejected by the Constitutional Court.

Outside Mali, the hope is that the winner will strength-
en a 2015 accord that the fragile Sahel state sees as its
foundation for peace. The deal brought together the gov-
ernment, government-allied groups and former Tuareg
rebels. But a state of emergency heads into its fourth year
in November. Jihadist violence has spread from the north
to the centre and south of the vast country and spilled into
neighboring Burkina Faso and Niger, often inflaming com-
munal conflicts. — AFP

12 ‘terrorists’ killed 
CAIRO: Egyptian security forces have killed “terrorists”
in a shootout in the north of the Sinai Peninsula, where
the Islamic State group is active, an interior ministry
source said yesterday. The Egyptian army has since
February been conducting a major operation focused on
Sinai to wipe out jihadists from IS. The deadly exchange
of fire took place in the coastal city of El-Arish after the
authorities received information that “terrorist elements”
were hiding in the area, the source said. Twelve militants
were killed in the shootout, the source said, without
reporting any casualties among security forces or speci-
fying when the incident took place. Guns, ammunition
and explosive devices were discovered at the scene, the
source said. — AFP 

Driver rams into mosque
LILLE: French police yesterday searched for a driver
who rammed his car through the front doors of a mosque
in a suburb of Lille in northern France, a police source
said. No one was injured in the incident which occurred
at about midnight. France is on alert after a wave of
Islamist attacks in past years that have killed more than
240 people. “The car broke through the doors of the Al
Wifaq mosque,” the police source told Reuters. An offi-
cial in the local prefecture told regional newspaper Voix
Du Nord that the incident did not appear to be “racially”
motivated. — Reuters

Indonesian plane crashes
JAKARTA: Indonesian search and rescue teams found
eight victims and one survivor after a small plane crashed
in the eastern province of Papua, police said yesterday.
The Dimonim Air passenger plane carrying nine people,
including a 12-year old child who survived, lost contact
with air traffic control on Saturday afternoon and was lat-
er found by local residents in Pegunungan Bintang district.
The child suffered broken bones and was being treated at
the local hospital. Indonesia has a patchy aviation safety
record with frequent accidents. An AirAsia flight from
Surabaya to Kuala Lumpur crashed in the Java Sea in late
2014, killing all 162 people on board. — Reuters

Mr Gay 2018 crowned 
POZNAN: The final of this year’s edition of Mr Gay
Europe took place on Saturday in the western city of
Poznan in Poland, a conservative and devout Catholic
country where many do not accept homosexuality. “I
hope this will help us in our fight for the same rights
as those enjoyed in the rest of Europe,” event organ-
izer Pawel Zabilski said. Enrique Doleschy, the 30-
year-old German who beat six other finalists to win
the title, said the event was necessary so long as gay
individuals continue to be disrespected and unable to
be themselves. “As long as there’s one person feeling
like this, we need competitions like this to bring out
the best in people and to force them, to drive them, to
be better for each other,” he told AFP.  A gay pride
parade was held earlier in the day to coincide with
the event and notably drew a couple of hundred pro-
testers. — AFP 

Egypt monk detained
CAIRO: An Egyptian Coptic monk accused of murder
has been detained and will remain in custody for four
days pending investigations into the suspicious death of
a bishop, his lawyer said. Bishop Epiphanius, 68, was the
head of Saint Macarius monastery in Wadi el-Natrun,
northwest of Cairo. His body was found in late July in a
corridor of the monastery with injuries to the head,
according to the church. Isaiah al-Makari “was present-
ed yesterday (Friday) to the prosecutor’s office (in
Alexandria) and was informed for the first time of the
murder charge against him”, lawyer Amir Nassif said.
Nassif said he expected Makari’s detention to be
extended for another 15 days. — AFP 

Iraq PM cancels Iran visit 
BAGHDAD: Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi has
cancelled a visit to Iran, his press office said yesterday,
days after Baghdad announced it would comply with US
sanctions against Tehran. Abadi will still go ahead with a
planned visit to Turkey on Tuesday but has scrapped the
Iran leg of the trip “because of his busy schedule”, the
office said. — AFP
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Mali ‘Highway of Death’ highlights 
jihadist peril, troops on red alert

DORO: “Hotspot ahead!” The curt message comes over the
radio, warning troops aboard the eight-vehicle UN peace-
keeping convoy to check their weapons one more time and go
on maximum alert. A grim sight greets the Germans as their
armored contingent approaches the village of Doro in the
savannah south of Mali’s broiling desert: a line of burned-out
fuel tankers, pickup trucks and military vehicles.

They have been destroyed by
homemade bombs and armed
raiders - a reminder of the jihadist
threat that hangs over northern Mali
like a leaden pall. The scorched,
dusty north has been in the grip of
an Islamist uprising since 2012. The
following year, intervention by
French troops drove the jihadists out
of key northern towns, but the insur-
gency was displaced rather than
crushed. 

Conflict spread to the centre of
the vast Sahel state and spilled into Burkina Faso. But jihadism
is just one factor in a mosaic of violence that includes ethnic
clashes and gangster activity. The RN15 - the highway that
leads from Gao, the main town in the north, and reaches down
into Mopti, in the centre - has seen dozens of attacks over the
past three years. A map used by the German paratroopers in
the UN operation MINUSMA is studded with markers of
attacks since 2016 between Gao and Doro: “IED”, or impro-
vised explosive devices, “holdups,” “armed attacks” and
“complex attacks”, or combined operations.

“This part is called the ‘Highway of Death’,” a UN official
said, speaking on condition of anonymity. “Recently, there
have been lots of bus holdups,” the official added. “The ban-
dits rob all the passengers - they even order people to trans-
fer them money with their mobile phones.” Such incidents led
road transporters to use the highway only in convoys on a
dangerous stretch of 150 kilometers (about 95 miles), but that

is still not sufficiently safe and UN
forces decided to patrol, looking
for IEDs.

“Today we want to collect data
for the roadbook, because we have
to know what are the vulnerable
points of the road,” German
Lieutenant-Colonel Mickael
Weckbach said. The convoy rolled
cautiously into Doro, where the
main street doubles as the local
market and sidestreets are a de-
facto parking lot for camels. The

village of mud huts also has a detachment of the Malian army.
Peasant farmers, stock breeders, traders and children mill
around in a crush of buses and lorries, while the heavily-
armed UN vehicles weave their way through.

‘Soldier or militiaman?’ 
As the convoy pulls out, highway watchfulness returns.

“We’re approaching a place where there have already been
four attacks,” a slightly nervous observer warns on the radio.
“A motorbike’s coming with an AK,” adds a soldier riding

atop one of the armoured personnel carriers, referring to an
AK47 assault rifle. But the two men on the bike, one wearing
battledress, rode past the UN troops with a thumb’s-up. “Was
that a Malian soldier or a militiamen?” asks a sergeant man-
ning a 12.7 mm machine gun. The German UN convoy reaches

the scene of the four past ambushes, but troops on the site
order all the vehicles to back off while ordnance experts
inspect a small bridge next to the crater left by a bomb blast.
Half an hour later, the specialists declare the route clear and
the convoy moves on. — AFP
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BAMAKO: Malian anti-riot police officers patrol in the streets of Bamako yesterday. — AFP 
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US to return war 
booty church bells 
to the Philippines
MANILA: The United States will return to the Philippines
church bells seized by American forces in a bloody cam-
paign more than a century ago, its embassy said yesterday,
following a demand by President Rodrigo Duterte.
American forces took three bells from the Catholic church
of Balangiga town on the eastern island of Samar in 1901
as war booty in what historians said was a particularly
brutal military operation in the new US colony. 

Duterte and previous Philippine governments had
urged Washington to return the bells, with the president

often raising the issue in his anti-American tirades as he
builds closer ties with China and Russia. The US had ini-
tially given a non-committal response to Duterte’s
demands but yesterday said it would return the bells.

“The Secretary of Defense has notified Congress that
the Department (of Defense) intends to return the Bells of
Balangiga to the Philippines,” said Molly Koscina, spokes-
woman for the US embassy in Manila. “We’ve received
assurances that the Bells will be returned to the Catholic
Church and treated with the respect and honor they
deserve,” she added, saying there was no date scheduled
for the move. Duterte’s spokesman welcomed the
announcement. Two of the bells are installed at a memorial
for US war dead in the state of Wyoming, while the third is
with US forces in South Korea.

Some US politicians oppose the dismantling of the
memorial, and the issue had sparked an emotional
response from the descendants of American soldiers who

served in the Philippine campaign. The Philippines, a
Spanish colony for centuries, was ceded to the United
States in 1898 at the end of the Spanish-American War.
The country gained independence from the US in 1946.
The brutal Samar campaign was launched about a month
after Filipino rebels killed 34 US troops in Balangiga on
September 28, 1901, according to a US Army War College
research paper.

Seven other American soldiers perished during the
escape from Balangiga, and US reinforcements razed the
town the day after, it added. Then-Philippine president
Fidel Ramos first sought but failed to recover the bells
during a 1998 Washington trip. Duterte, who took office in
mid-2016, demanded the return of the bells during his
State of the Nation address last year: “Give us back those
Balangiga bells. They are not yours. They are ours. They
belong to the Philippines. They are part of our national
heritage.”— AFP 

Hundreds of Sikh 
separatists rally 
in British capital 
LONDON: Hundreds of Sikh separatists and their sup-
porters gathered in London’s Trafalgar Square yesterday
to demand a referendum on an independent homeland to
be carved out of India. They brandished banners reading
“Free Punjab, End Indian occupation”, “Punjab
Referendum 2020 for Khalistan” and “We will re-establish
Punjab as an independent country”. The protest was
organized by the US and Canada-based group Sikhs for
Justice, and drew people from all over the world, many of
them chanting “Khalistan”. The Indian government has
expressed concern to London over the activity of expatri-
ate Sikh separatists, who want to create a homeland of
Khalistan in India’s northern Punjab state.

The Foreign Office confirmed it discussed the rally with
the Indian High Commission, but a spokeswoman told AFP:
“Peaceful protest is a vital part of a democratic society.”
Gurpatwant S. Pannun, legal advisor to Sikhs for Justice,
said: “This is a peaceful, democratic campaign to give
Sikhs the right to determine their own future.” Jas Singh,
26, a demonstrator from London, told AFP: “In India, any-
body who speaks for a referendum gets picked up and put
in jail.” There was a small counter-demonstration of about
a dozen people singing and holding up signs saying: “We
stand for one united India.” — AFP 

LONDON: Members of the Sikh community gather to call for a referendum of the Sikh global
community to establish India’s Punjab state as an independent country, in Trafalgar Square
in central London yesterday. — AFP 


