
BANGUI: Among the bunk beds in a dimly lit
cell deep inside a women’s prison near the
Central African Republic capital Bangui, reli-
gious murmurs take on an almost mystical
aura. Huddled around a cluster of icons,
inmates jailed for “practices of charlatanism
and sorcery” (PCS) pray the rosary, mustering
the last of their strength as if the only
recourse left to them is the divine.

Almost half of the 42 women held in the
Bimbo prison facility have been accused of
PCS, listed as a crime on the statute books in
the poor central African country. “It’s because
of my sister Nina that they brought me here. I
don’t recognize the deed for which I’m in
prison,” said Sylvie in the jail’s main courtyard,
where detainees prepare meals, dry their
washing and watch over their children. “My
sister’s husband died because he was poorly
cared for and my sister caused trouble for
me,” Sylvie told AFP in the shadow of walls
topped with barbed wire.

Her innocence is not in doubt. Nina even
came to apologize for what she had done, but
that was insufficient. Sylvie is still awaiting tri-
al after more than a year behind bars. Her sto-
ry is like that of many others when death or
illness afflicts a family. Whether out of sincere
conviction or with malicious intent, a family
member accuses a relative, a neighbor or
someone else of practicing witchcraft to cause
trouble. “Sorcery always poses a problem in
Central African law,” says Nadia Carine Fornel
Poutou, head of the Association of Women
Jurists in Bangui, which runs public awareness
workshops on the thorny topic.

‘The vulnerable people’   
“It’s always mystical, so it’s difficult for a judge to

reach a verdict,” Fornel Poutou told AFP, noting that
proof is difficult or impossible to obtain. Women are
always first in the line of fire. In the absence of hard
evidence, simple accusations are often enough for a
conviction. Some people abuse this judicial flaw to
vent their jealousy or settle scores, Fornel Poutou

said. “The vulnerable people-women, children and
the elderly-are always accused of sorcery,” she
said. Bimbo prison director Roger N’Gaka-Passi
confirmed that women are primary targets. “You’ll
find perhaps a score of those women here... There
are few PCS cases among men.” The phenomenon
may result from women entering direct competi-
tion with men and challenging the prevailing patri-

archal order, argues anthropologist Louisa
Lombard in her book “Making Sense of CAR”
(Central African Republic).

Sylvie is more fortunate than fellow detainees
accused of sorcery. After her sister’s visit and
apology, she can dare hope to return to home
once released. “In general, even if women
accused of PCS (offences) get out of jail, they

run the risk of being rejected by their communi-
ty, if they escape popular condemnation,” Fornel
Poutou said. With resigned sorrow, the jurist
called up on her computer a photo taken in 2015
at Boali, some 100 kilometers (60 miles) north-
west of Bangui. It shows the body of an elderly
woman accused of witchcraft who was atro-
ciously mutilated and cut into pieces.—AFP 
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News in brief
‘Sexual training’ course
BANGKOK: Thai police have arrested 10 Russians who
allegedly organized sexual training courses for their com-
patriots in the seaside resort city of Pattaya. Police said 33
Russian tourists in total attended the class held at a hotel.
But only 10 “instructors” were arrested late Sunday on
immigration charges, including working without a permit.
“The hotel management said they had no details on the
event but they booked it for a seminar and training,”
Pattaya tourist police official Piyapong Ensarn said. “Some
participants told police that they had to pay 20,000 baht
($640) but some said they attended for free.” —AFP 

Woman dismembered 
TOKYO: A US tourist has been arrested in Japan after a
local woman he met through a dating app went missing
earlier this month, her body believed to have been dis-
membered and scattered across several locations in west-
ern Japan, according to media. Police arrested the 26-
year-old man last week on suspicion of confining the
woman, who had been reported missing since Feb.  16,
media said. They later found what appeared to be the
woman’s head inside a suitcase at a flat the man had
booked in Osaka through a private holiday rental site,
media said. Media did not name the woman but cited
police sources as saying she was 27 years old and from
Sanda city, in neighboring Hyogo prefecture.—Reuters

Congo policeman jailed
KINSHASA: A military court in the Democratic Republic
of Congo has jailed a police officer for life for killing a
demonstrator opposed to President Joseph Kabila, a judi-
cial source said yesterday. “Police officer Agbe Obeid is
sentenced to life in prison for having shot Eric Boloko at
point-blank range with live ammunition on Sunday,
February 25,” in Mbandaka, a registry official at the mili-
tary tribunal in the northwestern city said. “This trigger-
happy policeman shot the young man as he was peacefully
going home (after a demonstration). I hope that he will
really serve out his sentence,” said Fabien Mongunza,
president of the civil society movement in Equateur
province, of which Mbandaka is the capital. “This verdict
has calmed people’s minds because the tension was
noticeable.  —AFP 

Top generals on trial 
OUAGADOUGOU: More than 80 people went on trial
before a military court in Burkina Faso yesterday over a
failed 2015 coup in a case being seen as a test for justice
in the West African country. Two top generals accused of
masterminding the plot, Gilbert Diendere and Djibrill
Bassole, were cheered by supporters as they arrived at the
court in the capital Ouagadougou. Security was high, with
forces guarding a 200-metre cordon around the military
tribunal. Traffic was blocked, mobile phones banned and
people entering the zone were searched. Bassole and
Diendere-key allies of former president Blaise Compaore
who was chased from power in October 2014 - are among
a total of 84 people on trial, including 66 military officials
and 18 civilians.—AFP 

Strikes hit Guinea 
CONAKRY: One man died and several were injured
Monday when thousands of young people erected barri-
cades and blocked traffic in the Guinean capital Conakry
as mass strikes gripped the city. A general strike was
called by the Guinea General Union of Workers (UGTG) in
addition to an ongoing walkout by teachers and a com-
plete shutdown of economic activity demanded by the
opposition after disputed local elections Conakry’s
biggest market, Madina, failed to open its doors along
with the vast majority of businesses, as youths overturned
bins and set tyres on fire, cutting off entire sections of the
city to vehicles. —AFP

BANGUI: Women gather in a special reserved cell for those accused of witchcraft at the Bimbo
Women’s Prison, in Bangui. Bimbo Prison is the only jail for women in Central African Republic
with 47 prisoners, of whom 20 are on trial for witchcraft and 16 are still awaiting trial. 

BANGUI: A Bimbo women’s prison inmate poses while awaiting trial for ‘charlatanism and
witchcraft,’ after being in protective custody for three years in Bangui. —AFP photos

Quake kills 
14 in PNG
MELBOURNE: Up to 14 people were
killed in landslides and by collapsed build-
ings during a powerful earthquake in the
remote Papua New Guinea highlands,
police and a hospital worker said yester-
day, with unconfirmed reports of up to 30
dead. The 7.5 magnitude quake that rocked
the region early on Monday also damaged
mining and power infrastructure and led
ExxonMobil Corp to shut its $19 billion
liquefied natural gas (LNG) plant, the
country’s biggest export earner.

Two buildings collapsed and along with a
landslide killed 12 people in Mendi, the
provincial capital of the Southern Highlands,
said Julie Sakol, a nurse at Mendi General
Hospital, where the bodies were brought to
the morgue. “People are afraid. The shaking
is still continuing. There’s nowhere to go but
people are just moving around,” she said.

Dozens of aftershocks rattled the area,
including a 5.7 quake yesterday afternoon,
the US Geological Survey reported. Police

in Mendi said 14 people were killed in the
initial quake, including three in Poroma,
south of Mendi. “They were killed by land-
slides destroying families sleeping in their
houses,” said Naring Bongi, a police officer
in Mendi. Provincial Administrator William
Bando said more than 30 people were
believed to have been killed in the rugged
region, about 560 km northwest of the
capital, Port Moresby, the Papua New
Guinea Post-Courier reported.

The PNG disaster management office
said it was verifying the reports but it
could take days to confirm a death toll.
With a lack of communications preventing
a clear assessment of damage, aid agencies
had not yet begun relief efforts, said Udaya
Regmi, head of the International Red Cross
in Papua New Guinea, in Port Moresby.
“The magnitude of the earthquake is quite
huge, so there must be an impact ... but we
cannot say how many people are actually
affected and what they need,” Regmi said. 

ExxonMobil said communications with
nearby communities remained down, hamper-
ing efforts to assess damage to its facilities that
feed the PNG LNG plant. “Communications
continue to be one of the most significant chal-
lenges,” the company said in an emailed

statement. Its partner, Oil Search, said a
review of all of its facilities and infrastructure
would take at least a week, and an industry
source told Reuters that the Exxon plant will
likely be shut at least seven days. Miners
Barrick Gold Corp and Ok Tedi Mining also
reported damage to infrastructure.

LNG shutdown
The PNG LNG project is considered

one of the world’s best-performing LNG
operations, having started exports in 2014
ahead of schedule, despite the challenge of
drilling for gas and building a plant and
pipeline in the remote jungle of PNG. The
liquefaction plant has also been producing
at around 20 percent above its rated
capacity of 6.9 million tons a year.
ExxonMobil said it shut the two LNG pro-
cessing units, or trains, at its site on the
coast near Port Moresby after earlier shut-
ting its Hides gas conditioning plant and
Hides production pads in Hela province in
the highlands region. 

Gas is processed at Hides and transport-
ed along a 700 km line that feeds the PNG
LNG plant, whose main customers are in
Japan, China and Taiwan. Traders said the
impact on the LNG market would depend

on the duration of the shutdown, but noted
that spot prices have recently fallen from
more than $10 per million British thermal
units (mmBtu) as North Asia is coming out
of the period of heavy winter gas demand.
“The global LNG market is likely to
respond immediately as the buyers need to
seek alternative sources,” said Boseok Jin, a
research analyst at IHS Markit.

Infrastructure damage
Barrick said some activities at the

Porgera gold mine have been suspended to
save electricity as the power station that
supplies the mine had been damaged. The
mine is co-owned by Barrick and China’s
Zijin Mining. State-owned Ok Tedi said by
email that a landslip had blocked a road
and damaged pipelines to its copper and
gold mine in the Star Mountains, adding
that the road would take up to two days to
be cleared. Earthquakes are common in
Papua New Guinea, which sits on the
Pacific’s “Ring of Fire”, a hotspot for seis-
mic activity due to friction between tec-
tonic plates. Part of PNG’s northern coast
was devastated in 1998 by a tsunami, gen-
erated by a 7.0 quake, which killed about
2,200 people. —Reuters

Prosecutors seek 
30-year-jail term
for South Korean 
former president
SEOUL: South Korean prosecutors yesterday demand-
ed a 30-year-jail sentence for former president Park
Geun-hye, sacked over a wide-ranging corruption
scandal which exposed shady links between big busi-
ness and politics and prompted massive street protests.
The 66-year-old daughter of a former dictator was dis-
missed in March 2017 and has now been in custody for
almost a year.

“We ask the court to hand down 30 years in prison
and (a fine of) 118.5 billion won ($110 million) for the
accused, who must take ultimate responsibility for the
scandal as the 18th president of this country,” prosecu-
tors said in a statement. They said Park, in collusion with
her secret confidante and long-time friend Choi Soon-
sil, took or was promised bribes totaling 59.2 billion
won ($52 million) from three South Korean companies,
Samsung, Lotte and SK, in return for policy favors.

Park has also been charged with coercing 18 large
firms to “donate” a total of 77.4 billion won to two
dubious foundations controlled by Choi. The Seoul
Central District Court earlier this month found Choi
guilty of abuse of power, bribery and interfering in gov-
ernment business and sentenced her to 20 years in
prison. The verdict and sentence was seen as a potential
pointer to the decision in Park’s separate trial in the
same court, because 15 of the 18 charges Choi faced
mirror charges against the ex-president.

The verdict on Park is expected on April 6. “The
accused (Park) abused her power delegated by the
people for private gain for Choi and herself... violated
core constitutional values on the protection of the mar-
ket economy and free democracy,” the statement said.
“Consequently, the accused became the first president
to be sacked through impeachment, leaving an indelible
scar on the country’s constitutional history.” The prose-
cutors also rebuked Park for “allying with the chaebol
instead of the people”, in reference to the country’s
family-controlled large conglomerates, accusing her of
strengthening “unhealthy ties between political power
and economic power”. They also decried her attitude
toward justice.

‘Cover up’
When allegations about Choi’s misdeeds started sur-

facing in news media, Park tried to mislead public opin-
ion and denounced the reports as “political offensives”,
prosecutors said. “When the court issued an arrest war-
rant for the accused Park, she tried to cover up the true
picture of the case by describing the move as political
revenge.” Park since October has stopped attending the
court, which she denounces as politically biased. Some
legal experts believe she is in an even worse position
than Choi was, noting that the judge who sentenced
Choi had denounced Park for having “delegated” presi-
dential authority to a private individual. 

Park’s lawyers denied all the charges, asserting there
was “no solid evidence” to back them up. “The allega-
tions that the accused has obtained material gains are
mere speculations”, Lawyer Kim Hae-Yeong said at the
court.  The conservative opposition Liberal Korea
Party reacted angrily as hundreds of pro-Park support-
ers took to the street to protest. “This is more cruel
than demanding a death sentence,” a party spokesman
said in a statement. Park, daughter of late dictator Park
Chung-Hee, was brought up in Seoul’s presidential
Blue House.

The scandal sent her once-bulletproof approval rat-
ings to record lows, with tens of thousands taking to the
streets for months calling for her ousting. But she
retained a loyal following from groups of mainly older
rival protesters.  Her downfall gave the left-leaning
Democratic Party the upper hand in the presidential
election last May, which was easily won by Moon Jae-
in. Approval ratings for Moon remain high, mainly due
to his down-to-earth image, pro-poor policies and pur-
suit of dialogue with North Korea, as well as the suc-
cess of the just-ended Pyeongchang Winter
Olympics.— AFP 

Kazakhstan leader 
bans cabinet from 
speaking Russian 
ALMATY: Kazakhstan further loosened cultural ties with
its former political masters in Moscow yesterday when a
ban on speaking Russian in cabinet meetings took effect -
despite many ministers favoring that language over their
native Kazakh. Veteran President Nursultan Nazarbayev,
who wields sweeping powers while paying close attention
to public opinion, ordered the switch the previous day. The
only Soviet-era leader still in power, the 77-year-old has
run the Central Asian country since 1989. He is fluent in
both languages and switches between them in his speeches.

But many Kazakhs, including some senior officials, are
not, and prefer Russian, and cabinet meeting have general-
ly been bilingual too. But in yesterday’s meeting, broadcast
live on state television, only one participant in the cham-
ber, Education Minister Yerlan Sagadiyev, was permitted
to speak Russian.  Exceptions were also made for provin-
cial officials who joined via videolink. After independence,
many former Soviet republics rushed through the process
of severing links with Moscow, known as de-Russification.

Kazakhstan, which became self-governing in 1991, took
things more slowly, in part because ethnic Kazakhs at that
time made up less than half of its population. Four years
later, Nazarbayev made Russian the country’s second offi-
cial language. But in a census compiled in 2009, only 62
percent of the population said they were fluent in spoken
and written Kazakh, compared with 85 percent in Russian.
The ethnic balance has since shifted, with Kazakhs now
making up 69 percent of the oil-rich nation’s population of
18 million, while ethnic Russians account for just a fifth.

The Russian language has continued to dominate, how-
ever, generating public pressure for the government to pro-
mote Kazakh more actively. Kazakh, a Turkic language, has
very little in common with Russian save for some borrowed
words. Nazarbayev last year announced a switch to a new,
Latin-based Kazakh alphabet that will gradually replace
the current Cyrillic script adapted from Russian. The move
was not without hiccups. This month he amended his own
decree after many Kazakhs criticized the use of apostro-
phes combined with Latin letters to denote some Kazakh
letters. The new script uses French-style accents instead.
Nazarbayev maintains warm ties with the Kremlin and was
credited with helping to mend fences between Moscow
and Ankara in 2016 after they fell out over Turkey’s down-
ing of a Russian warplane. But there is no sign of compro-
mise in his crusade against his officials speaking Russian.
He has also ordered all parliamentary hearings to be held
in Kazakh, saying those who are not fluent must be pro-
vided with simultaneous translations. —Reuters

Former president Park Geun-hye


