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Suicide bombing 
wounds 19 at Iraq 
ballot warehouse
KIRKUK, Iraq: A suicide bombing yesterday target-
ing a warehouse in Kirkuk where ballot boxes from
Iraq’s May elections were stored wounded 19 people,
days before a vote recount, a security source said.
“Nine policemen, six members of a counter-terrorist
unit and four civilians were wounded when a car
bomb driven by a suicide bomber exploded at the
main gate of the warehouse,” the source said.

The building was damaged by the blast but the
ballot boxes were unaffected, said Rakan al-Juburi,
the governor of Kirkuk north of Baghdad. Iraq’s
supreme court has ordered a manual vote recount
in polling stations where results from the May leg-
islative elections were contested following allega-
tions of fraud.

The ballot was won by populist Shiite cleric
Moqtada Sadr’s electoral alliance with Communists,
as long-time political figures were pushed out by vot-
ers seeking change in a country mired in conflict and
corruption. The vote recount is expected to begin
tomorrow in the Kurdish provinces of Arbi l ,
Sulaymaniyah and Dohuk, as well as in Kirkuk,
Nineveh, Salaheddin and Anbar, the spokesman of the
electoral commission said on Saturday. —AFP

Myanmar not safe
for Rohingya
returnees
CHAKMARKUL, Bangladesh: The head
of the Red Cross yesterday said it was
not safe to return Rohingya refugees to
their homes in Myanmar, where he
described whole villages abandoned and
destroyed. Peter Maurer toured strife-
torn western Myanmar before visiting
refugee camps over the border in neigh-
boring Bangladesh, where nearly one
million Rohingya have sought refuge
from violence.

The bulk of the persecuted Muslims
in Bangladesh have arrived since August,
fleeing a huge Myanmar army crack-
down in troubled Rakhine state that the
UN has likened to ethnic cleansing. UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
today will make his first visit to the
camps since that influx of nearly
700,000 Rohingya sparked a humani-
tarian crisis in southeast Bangladesh. The
UN says Guterres, who discussed the
Rohingya with Bangladesh Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina in Dhaka yester-
day, will use the trip to study prospects
for “a safe, voluntary and dignified

return” of refugees to Myanmar.
But relief agencies warn that condi-

tions in Rakhine, which is heavily
restricted to international observers,
remain too unsafe to consider repatriat-
ing the Rohingya to Buddhist-majority
Myanmar. Maurer, the president of the
International Committee of the Red
Cross, said a lot more was needed to
improve the situation he witnessed in
Rakhine during an official visit the past
few days. “What I’ve seen in terms of
destruction of villages, abandonment of
situations, disruptions in markets, of
livelihood, of communities, I don’t think
the present moment is an ideal condition
to return,” Maurer said in an interview in
Chakmarkul refugee camp.

He said more was needed for those
families eking out survival in gigantic
tent cities in Bangladesh, where many
would rather endure hardship than
return to persecution. “We need to pre-
pare the ground for returns for those
who wish to return,” Maurer said.
Bangladesh and Myanmar agreed in
November to begin repatriating the
Rohingya but the process has stalled,
with both sides accusing the other of
frustrating the effort. 

Fewer than 200 have been resettled,
and the vast majority refuse to contem-
plate returning until their rights, citizen-

ship and safety are assured. The
Rohingya are loathed by many in
Myanmar, where they were stripped of
citizenship and branded illegal immi-
grants from Bangladesh despite calling
Rakhine their homeland. The UN has
says conditions in Rakhine are not ripe
for a safe, voluntary and dignified repa-
triation, but signed an agreement with
Myanmar to assess conditions on the

ground to help refugees make an
informed decision. The UN Security
Council visited Myanmar and Rakhine
state in early May, meeting with refugees
who gave detailed accounts of killings,
rape and torching of villages at the
hands of Myanmar’s military. Myanmar
has vehemently denied allegations by the
US, United Nations and others of ethnic
cleansing. —AFP

TEKNAF: President of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) Peter Maurer
(2R) visits the Chakmarkul refugee camp in Teknaf. —AFP

More Syrians
leave Lebanon
for home
MASNAA, Lebanon: Several dozen
Syrian refugees left Lebanon for neigh-
boring Syria yesterday as part of returns
coordinated between both countries, an
AFP reporter and authorities said. A
total of 42 Syrians returned voluntarily
from Lebanon through the Masnaa
crossing to areas in Syria, Lebanese
authorities said. A Lebanese coordinator
said they were headed for areas includ-
ing Moadmiyet al-Sham, a suburb of
Damascus where the regime retook con-
trol from rebels in October 2016.

An AFP reporter saw men and women
dressed in crisp clothes board a bus,
some carrying bags or young children.
Mohammad Nakhla, 58, was anxious to
set foot in his home country for the first
time in six years. “I’ve never felt better,”
he said, as he waited to return with 10

family members to Moadmiyet al-Sham.
Lebanon hosts just under one million
registered refugees from the conflict in
Syria, although authorities say the real
number is much higher.

More and more are returning however
as the regime reasserts its control over
larger parts of the country. Damascus
has approved the return of 450 Syrian
refugees from Lebanon from a list of
3,000 requesting to do so, Lebanon’s
state news agency NNA said this week.
On Friday, the head of Lebanon’s
Hezbollah said his powerful movement
was creating a mechanism to help Syrian
refugees return home, in coordination
with Lebanese authorities and
Damascus.

Hassan Nasrallah said the group was
setting up centers with phone numbers
and social media accounts where
refugees could sign up to return home.
On Thursday, 294 Syrian refugees head-
ed home from the Lebanese border town
of Arsal. Earlier this year, around 500
refugees also left southern Lebanon for
Syria in a return organized by Beirut and
Damascus. Several thousand have inde-

pendently left in recent years. More than
350,000 people have been killed and
over half the country’s population dis-

placed since Syria’s war started with the
brutal repression of anti-government
protests in 2011.—AFP

MASNAA: Syrian refugees board a minibus evacuating them from Lebanon at the Masnaa
crossing on the Lebanon-Syria border yesterday, on their way back to Damascus. —AFP

Thousands march
in Hong Kong as 
restrictions grow
HONG KONG: Protesters marched through central
Hong Kong yesterday in one of the city’s major annual
pro-democracy rallies as organizers said the event was
coming under unprecedented pressure from authorities.
Beijing has become increasingly intolerant of signs of
dissent in semi-autonomous Hong Kong since massive
pro-democracy rallies in 2014 brought parts of the city
to a standstill and led to the emergence of activists
demanding independence from China. 

Hong Kong has rights unseen on the mainland, includ-
ing freedom of expression, but there are concerns those
liberties are now under threat from a repressive Beijing
and a loyalist local government. Ahead of this year’s
march-which takes place on the anniversary of the city’s
return to China by colonial power Britain in 1997 —
police rejected a number of starting points suggested by
organizers. In the past, protesters have gathered on the
main football pitches inside Hong Kong’s Victoria Park. 

But since last year, when China’s President Xi Jinping
paid a visit to mark 20 years since the handover, that
area has been given over to a pro-Beijing rally. “This year
is a turning point in which (authorities) have used differ-
ent ways to mobilize their power to suppress the rally,”
Sammy Ip, from the Civil Human Rights Front which
organizes the march, said.

Police warned residents they could be arrested for
unlawful assembly if they joined the protest along the
route, which Ip described as a way to “intimidate citi-
zens”. Pro-Beijing Hong Kong newspaper Ta Kung Pao
called for the march to be outlawed in an editorial last
month. Ip said the democracy movement was at a low
ebb and was now being “hounded” by the government. 

Government warnings    
The march set off from a grass-covered area at one

side of the park and culminated at the government’s
headquarters. Organizers said 50,000 attended, lower
than last year’s figure of more than 60,000. Police put
the turnout at 9,800. Protesters chanted: “End one-party
dictatorship! Reject the deterioration of Hong Kong!”
Some wore masks of the city’s leader Carrie Lam with
long rubber Pinocchio-style noses attached. 

“It’s about justice,” one 74-year-old who gave her
name as Ms Liu said. “The problems in Hong Kong have
always been serious but now they are getting worse.”
Social worker Iris Wong, 26, said she was worried about
Hong Kong’s freedoms being curtailed. “The government
isn’t working for the people and a lot of Hong Kong peo-
ple are suffering,” she said. Protesters flouted the police
ban on joining midway through the march and speakers
thanked them for “risking arrest”. —AFP

MANAGUA: At least two demonstrators were killed
and 11 others wounded in Nicaragua Saturday, a
rights group said, as thousands of demonstrators
marched against President Daniel Ortega across the
Central American country. Dubbed the Flowers
March, the protests honored the youth killed in the
more than two months of anti-Ortega unrest met with
repression by government forces that has left at least
220 people dead.

A 23-year-old street vendor was shot in the head
when some of the marchers strayed off the scheduled
route, according to rights
groups. “This is something
incredibly difficult,” said
Luis Ortiz, the man’s elder-
ly father, who fought
alongside the president
decades ago when Ortega
was a Sandinista rebel
commander. “I never imag-
ined that my son would die
in the hands of someone
with whom I fought so
hard. I gave my sweat and
my blood... I am an injured vet, too.

“I am still a Sandinista,” he added, “but not with
Daniel,” referring to the president. At the beginning of
the march armed men also fired on a protesters’ barri-
cade at the National Autonomous University of
Nicaragua (UNAN), where the Nicaraguan Center for
Human Rights (CENIDH) said one man behind stu-
dent-erected barricades was killed. “I’m here because
I want to see my Nicaragua free, it hurts that children
like me have died, but we must continue fighting to get
this dictator out,” a 15-year-old student wearing a ski

mask said.  In one hand, he was waving a Nicaraguan
flag, and in the other, he held a mortar launcher.

Against the new dictatorship   
In other cities including Leon, Masaya and Granada

marches were also organized by the Civic Alliance for
Justice and Democracy. The demonstrations were the
first of their kind since May 30, when a huge Mother’s
Day march turned bloody after pro-government forces
attacked and left 18 people dead. The protesters
demand the resignation of Ortega, a 72-year-old former

leftist guerrilla who came to
power with the popular
uprising that defeated the
dictator Anastasio Somoza
in 1979, and retook the pres-
idency in 2007 after a vote. 

Activists accuse him of
establishing-together with
his wife Vice President
Rosario Murillo-nepotism, a
dictatorship and brutal
repression. “I have always
marched, and today more

than for our dead, for the children, I grieve for the mur-
ders at the hands of Ortega and Rosario. I was in 1979
against Somoza and now against the new dictatorship,”
said Cecila Cruz, 67. The march, supported by the power-
ful business union-formerly an ally of Ortega-had been
suspended a week ago due to the violent incursion of riot
police and paramilitaries in several areas of the country.

The Civic Alliance pushed back the demonstration to
take advantage of a visit from experts from the Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights and the Inter-American Commission on Human

Rights. The officials came to the country in the face of
worsening repression, and have met with delegates from
the government and the Alliance, as well as with victims
of the violence. 

With the mediation of the Catholic Church, the gov-

ernment and the Alliance resumed talks on Monday. But
dialogue has had trouble taking off because Ortega,
whose third consecutive term ends in January 2022, will
not consider a proposal to move up elections from 2021
to March 2019. —AFP

Officials visit country in face of worsening repression

At least two dead in Nicaragua’s 
day of anti-Ortega marches

MANAGUA: People attend the ‘Marcha de las Flores’ - in honor of the children killed during protests- in
Managua. —AFP
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KIRKUK, Iraq: Members of the Iraqi Counter-Terrorism Service (CTS) arrive at the scene of an attack outside warehouses
where ballots from the May 12 parliamentary vote were stored in the northern multi-ethnic city of Kirkuk yesterday. —AFP


