
BAMAKO: Mali went to the polls yesterday, with
President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita seeking a second 5-
year term in the fragile Sahel state beset by deadly eth-
nic and jihadist violence. After a campaign marred by
violent incidents, 23,000 polling stations opened at
0800 GMT and are scheduled to close at 1800 GMT.  “I
have my voting card, I am going to vote for my country
and for my favorite president,” said Moriba Camara, a
35-year-old teacher, in the Sebenicoro district of the
capital Bamako.

“I know there is going to be no cheating. I trust the
authorities,” he added, as a few voters started queuing
around him.  Preident Keita, 73, leads a crowded field of
24 candidates-just one of
them a woman-bidding for
the presidency which he has
held since 2013. He voted in
Sebenicoro, in the capital,
surrounded by journalists
and supporters. His record
on security has been a dom-
inant theme, with opponents,
including several former
ministers, accusing him of
incompetence.

On the campaign trail,
Keita-commonly known by his initials IBK-highlighted
the achievements of a 2015 peace agreement between
the government, government-allied groups and former
Tuareg rebels to fight jihadi fighters in the country’s
north. But the main Al-Qaeda-linked jhadist alliance
made its presence felt on the final day of campaigning
Friday, dubbing the election a “mirage” that would do
nothing for the Malian people.

“These elections are nothing other than the pursuit of
a mirage and our peoples will reap nothing but illusions,
as they are used to doing,” said alliance leader Iyad Ag
Ghaly. Ag Ghaly, the key figure in the jihadists’ operation
to take control of much of the north of the country in
2012, leads the Group to Support Islam and Muslims
(GSIM), formed from a merger of several militant groups.

IBK unbreakable bond   
One supporter attending IBK’s final rally, Cheickna

Traore, a young entrepreneur, insisted there was an
“unbreakable bond” between with the incumbent presi-
dent and that there was no real alternative. “Nobody
can sort Mali out in five years. Nobody. If IBK goes
then the next president will have to start again from
square one. We don’t want that, we want continuity.”
Violence continues to flare, even with the presence of
15,000 UN peacekeepers and 4,500 French troops and
a heralded five-nation anti-terror force, the G5 Sahel. A
state of emergency enters its fourth year in November.

More than 300 civilians have died in ethnic clashes
this year, according to UN
figures and an AFP
toll .Many deaths have
occurred in the central
region of Mopti, involving
the Fulani nomadic herder
community and Bambara
and Dogon farmers. Four
days before polling day,
armed men-described as
Dogon hunters-kil led 17
Fulani civilians in the village
of Somena, Fulani represen-

tatives said Friday.
Jihadist violence, meanwhile, has spread from

northern Mali to the centre and south and spilled over
into neighboring Burkina Faso and Niger, often inflam-
ing communal conflicts.

Security and observers    
Amid concerns that the vote could not be held in

some restive areas, more than 30,000 personnel have
been drafted to ensure security. The European Union,
the African Union (AU), the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS) and the International
Organization of La Francophonie (OIF) are fielding
election observers. Keita’s challengers are headed by
Soumaila Cisse, 68, a former finance and economy

minister, who lost by a large margin in the second
round of the 2013 election.

His team have warned of possible fraud, claiming
that there are two electoral lists and hundreds of fake
polling stations. For Cisse, Mali “is dying”. In the cen-
tre of the country, “there is no administration, more
than 500 schools have closed, no more health centers,
investment in water”, he told AFP in an interview
Friday. Cisse blamed recent bouts of inter-communal
violence on “poverty, first of all, which has risen these
past few years. That creates tension, difficulties, com-
petition for resources”.

He also slammed “a real lack of state authority”,
meaning “some citizens end up meting out their own
justice and that is very dangerous”. He termed the con-
tinuing problem of jihadist violence as a global, rather
than African problem and urged the next government
to apply the 2015 peace accord. The first poll results
are expected within 48 hours, with official results fol-
lowing on Friday at the latest. First round turnout is
typically below 50 percent in Mali which has some
eight million voters. If no candidate gains more than 50
percent of the vote in Sunday’s first round, a second
round will take place on August 12. —AFP 
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I am going
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President Keita seeks second 5-year term

Mali votes in key election as
violence flares up in Sahel

BAMAKO: A man casts his ballot at the polling station in Bamako during Malian presidential election. — AFP

ISLAMABAD: Former Pakistani pre-
mier Nawaz Sharif, jailed earlier this
month over graft charges, has fallen
sick inside prison and is being moved
to hospital, a minister said yesterday.
Sharif and his daughter were jailed on
July 13 after a graft court sentenced
them to 10 and seven years respec-
tively over properties in Britain which
emerged in the wake of Panama
Papers revelations. Caretaker home
minister for Punjab province Shaukat
Javed said on state-run Pakistan
Television that doctors had advised
his transfer to hospital after an elec-
trocardiogram had shown “variations”. 

“How many days he stays in hospi-
tal depends on doctors,” Javed said,
adding that the former PM was being
transferred to the Pakistan Institute of
Medical Sciences in Islamabad.
Sharif, who claims he is being target-
ed by the country’s powerful security
establishment, is fighting for his polit-
ical life after his Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) party lost
an election on Wednesday to rival

Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf led by for-
mer cricket hero Imran Khan. 

His brother Shahbaz, who heads
the party now, has rejected election
results along with other parties who
have demanded fresh elections and
announced they would protest against
alleged election rigging. The protests
announcement late Friday came as the
United States, the European Union
and other observers aired reserva-
tions over widespread claims that the
powerful military had tried to fix the
playing field in Khan’s favor. 

Khan’s victory represents an end to
decades of rotating leadership
between the PML-N and the Bhutto
dynasty’s Pakistan Peoples Party that
was punctuated by periods of military
rule. The vote was meant to be a rare
democratic transition in the Muslim
country, which has been ruled by the
powerful army for roughly half its his-
tory. But it was marred by violence and
allegations of military interference in
the months leading up to the vote, with
Khan seen as the beneficiary. —AFP 
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Muslim survivors
of massacre
shaken by
citizenship test
NELLIE, India: Thirty-six years after losing
his parents, sister and a four-year-old daugh-
ter in one of India’s worst sectarian mas-
sacres, Abdul Suban says he is still trying to
prove he’s a citizen of the Hindu-majority
nation. Suban is one of hundreds of thou-
sands of Bengali-speaking Muslims cate-
gorised as “doubtful voters”, who will not find
their names in a National Register of Citizens
(NRC) the northeastern border state of
Assam will release today.

“If the government has decided to brand
us foreigners what can we do?” said the 60-
year-old. “NRC is trying to finish us off. Our
people have died here, but we will not leave
this place.” Suban was seated with his wife at
their house a few hundred metres from a vast
paddy field where, in 1983, scores of people
were chased down and killed by machete-
armed mobs intent on hounding out Muslim
immigrants. He survived by running as hard as
he could and hiding behind a bush for days.

Work on the citizens’ register has accel-
erated under the government of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). With an eye on
the 2019 national election, the BJP’s Hindu-
first campaign has become more strident,
critics say, playing to its core base with
divisive programs such as the citizenship
test in Assam, already a tinderbox of ethnic
and religious tensions.

Elsewhere in the country’s northern heart-
land, lynchings of Muslim cattle traders have
risen under Modi in the country where many

Hindus consider cows sacred, further deep-
ening social divides. The BJP has denied the
lynchings have any connection with it being
in power. Modi has at least twice publicly
spoken out against cow vigilantes.

Mass grave
Several other survivors of the “Nellie

Massacre”, which killed around 2,000 people
from more than a dozen villages, gave
accounts of burying bodies in a mass grave
now partly under water. They said they
hoped the release of the NCR list on Monday
would not spark further violence. Security
has been tightened across Assam. The citi-
zenship test is the culmination of years of
often violent agitations by Assamese
demanding the removal of outsiders they
accuse of taking jobs and cornering
resources in the state of 33 million, known for
its tea estates and oil fields.

“The NRC is extremely important to
make the Assamese people feel protected,”

said Santanu Bharali, the legal adviser to the
BJP chief minister of Assam.”It’s a moral vic-
tory. The ethnic Assamese always main-
tained the presence of foreigners and this
wil l  prove that.” But the opposition
Congress party and rights activists say the
government is misusing the register to target
even legal Indian Muslim citizens who have
traditionally voted for non-BJP parties. The
BJP and NRC authorities have repeatedly
denied the allegations. 

To be recognized as Indian citizens, all
residents of Assam had to produce docu-
ments proving that they or their families lived
in the country before March 24, 1971. Suban
said both he and his father were born in
Assam, and showed Reuters a soiled yellow
document that showed his father’s name in
the list of voters in Assam for 1965, before the
cut-off date. The local border police declined
to discuss individual cases, but said not all
documents furnished by suspected illegal
immigrants were valid. — Reuters

ASSAM: Villagers wait outside the National Register of Citizens (NRC) centre to get their
documents verified by government officials, at Mayong Village in Morigaon district, in
the northeastern state of Assam, India. —Reuters 

Bangladesh
photographer 
sacked over
viral kiss photo
DHAKA: A renowned Bangladesh photogra-
pher said yesterday he has been the victim
of “unwanted cruelty” after being sacked
over an image of a couple kissing that raised
a social media storm in the conservative
Muslim-majority country. The
Purboposhchimbd news portal said Jibon
Ahmed was “not fit” to work for the compa-
ny because of doubts about whether the kiss
image was staged. Ahmed protested his
innocence, insisted he has proof the image
was spontaneous and said he has been
roughed up by other photographers
because of the image.

In a Facebook post, Ahmed said he had
been “exposed to unwanted cruelty” due to
the “powerful” photo. “I never ever believed
that one click would create so many stories.
Today due to this photo the social and main-
stream media media are flooded with false
and true stories about me,” he said of the
divisions. The couple were snapped kissing
in monsoon rain on the steps of the Dhaka
University campus. He posted it-with the
caption “Songs of rains-let love be free”-on
his Facebook page while the news portal
also used it.

The photo quickly went viral in
Bangladesh. It drew social media praise for
bringing a hint of social freedom. But conser-
vatives questioned whether the photo had
breached Bangladesh’s public decency
mores. Media commenters asked whether
Ahmed sought the couple’s permission to
publish the photo. Ahmed-who captured the
harrowing aftermath of an attack on a
Bangladesh-born US writer hacked to death
by Islamist extremists on the Dhaka campus
three years ago-said other photographers
confronted him over the kiss image.

“They asked me why did I shoot the photo.
One of them slapped me during the quarrel,”
he said. “I said it was a symbol of pure love.”
After publishing the photo, Purboposhchimbd
later wrote an article saying it believed the
photo was “preplanned” and the photogra-
pher had “apologized”.  The editor, Khujista
Nur-e-Naharin, said the company asked
Ahmed to take legal action against the pho-
tographers who allegedly beat him but he did
not turn up for a meeting to discuss the issue.

She also said there were suspicions the
photo was staged with “models” and that
Ahmed was not “fit” to work for the news
portal. “We have asked him many times to
come and explain why he was roughed up
and why he had said sorry to the photogra-
phers and whether models were used for the
photo. He did not communicate with me. He
dented our honor,” she said. Ahmed, who said
he was sacked, rejected the employer’s criti-
cism, and insisted he has proof that that the
image was “natural”. He said his conscience
would not let him sue his fellow journalists.
The couple in the photo have not made any
public comment. —AFP

Fresh headache
for embattled
Australia PM
after poll loss
SYDNEY: Embattled Australian Prime
Minister Malcolm Turnbull’s grip on
power ahead of upcoming national polls
was under renewed scrutiny yesterday
after disappointing by-election results.
Five seats were up for grabs after four
opposition politicians and one from a
minor party fell foul of a constitutional
rule barring dual citizens from serving in
parliament. 

Saturday’s by-elections were billed as
a key test for Turnbull and Labor oppo-
sition leader Bill Shorten, with the gov-
erning Liberal-National coalition hoping
to win a seat to double its wafer-thin
parliamentary majority of one. With
Labor tipped to retain all four of its
seats, including two that had been seen
as too close to call-Longman in
Queensland state and Braddon in
Tasmania state-Shorten emerged as the
clear winner.

“These by-elections were a very sim-
ple question-did people want more of

the same or did they want better from
their government,” Shorten told
reporters in Queensland yesterday. “I
think, in large numbers, they said we
want better from the government... We
had the better candidates (and) the bet-
ter policies.” Turnbull spent yesterday
downplaying suggestions the results,
particularly in Longman where there was
a 10 percent swing against the coalition’s
candidate, placed his leadership in peril
ahead of national polls.

Turnbull, a moderate Liberal, has bat-
tled disquiet from right-wingers in the
coalition after he ousted former PM
Tony Abbott in a party-room vote in
September 2015. “This was a conven-
tional swing in one electorate,” Turnbull
told reporters in Sydney. “I assure you,
when we come to the federal campaign,
Australians will see there is a very clear
choice then... We will look very seriously
and thoughtfully and humbly at the way
in which the voters have responded.”

National upper-house elections have
to be called by mid-May and lower-
house polls by early November next
year, though they are usually held on the
same day. Turnbull has said he would call
an election in the first half of 2019.
Following the by-elections, analysts said
the government could lose power and its
hold on marginal seats in the critical
state of Queensland at the next national
election. —AFP 


