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Erdogan, rivals 
woo Turkey’s 
key Kurdish vote
DIYARBAKIR, Turkey: Turkey’s Kurds are set to
play a critical role in determining the outcome of
elections this month, with their votes coveted not
just  by the main pro-Kurdish party but  a lso
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his chief
rival. Diyarbakir, the largest Kurdish-majority city
in Turkey, has turned into an electoral battle-
ground, even though the pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP) and its jailed presidential
candidate Selahattin Demirtas are sure to leave
rivals trailing. Over the last week both Erdogan
and his main challenger, Muharrem Ince of the
Republican People’s Party (CHP), have made trips
to Diyarbakir to sway the votes of a potentially
skeptical electorate.

Kurds make up at least one fifth of Turkey’s 80
million population, by far its largest ethnic minority.
The Diyarbakir region is a stronghold of the HDP,
which in Nov 2015 parliamentary elections won
over 71 percent of the vote there and Erdogan’s
Justice and Development Party (AKP) just 22 per-
cent. Every Kurdish vote will count in the June 24
snap parliamentary and presidential polls. But not
all Kurds vote automatically for the HDP. 

For the AKP to win an absolute majority in the
next parliament will depend largely on whether the
HDP breaks through the 10 percent overall thresh-
old needed for seats. Although in the presidential
race Demirtas will be the favored candidate of most
Kurds, their votes will be crucial in helping Ince if
he succeeds in forcing Erdogan into a run-off. The
election is taking place against the background of
ongoing troubles in the Kurdish-dominated south-
east, where the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) has waged an insurgency since 1984 that has
claimed tens of thousands of lives. And Demirtas, by
far the HDP’s most charismatic figure, is having to
run his campaign from behind bars after being jailed
in November 2016 on charges of links to the PKK.

‘At the expense of Kurds’ 
Analysts say that the AKP faces an even greater

struggle than usual to win Kurdish votes after ally-
ing itself with the right-wing Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP) which is despised by many Kurds.
“The AKP chose the MHP at the expense of the
Kurds,” said Mehmet Vural, president of the Dicle
Social Research Centre. “This has irritated the
Kurds in general, not just the HDP supporters but
also those who vote AKP,” he added.

Many Kurds were also dismayed by Ankara’s bit-
ter opposition to the Sept 2017 independence refer-
endum in Iraqi Kurdistan, as well as the Turkish mili-
tary operation in the Afrin region of Syria earlier this
year to dislodge a Kurdish militia. At his rally in
Diyarbakir on June 3, Erdogan told voters the area
was enjoying “peace like never in the last 40 years”
and launched a lacerating attack on the HDP, saying
“we (the AKP) build but they destroy”. 

Winning votes in Diyarbakir is even tougher for the
CHP, which in the Nov 2015 parliamentary polls took a
mere two percent of the vote in the area. The party,
which was set up by modern Turkey’s founder Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk, has historically shown little enthusiasm
for the Kurdish cause. But Ince, who held a rally in the
city on June 11 in Station Square, the identical spot to
Erdogan, has made a clear effort to forge a rap-
prochement. One of the first acts of his campaign was
to visit Demirtas in jail, a move that was roundly con-
demned by Erdogan.—ÅFP

MOSUL: Every Friday since Mosul was prised from the
Islamic State group’s clutches last July, women gather in
the Iraqi city’s Al-Minassa Square, desperate to learn
the fate of husbands and sons. Dressed in black, with
children in tow and brandishing photos, some fear their
men have fallen victim to a cruel double jeopardy. They
had been imprisoned by or forced to work for IS, only
for Iraqi forces to suspect them of collaborating volun-
tarily with the militants - and lock them up. That is what
some mothers and wives fear, faced with official silence.

“Instead of being free today and compensated,
they are being kept behind bars,” said 80-year-old
Umm Abdullah, tormented by her son’s disappearance.
She fears her child will be
falsely accused, 12 months
since Iraqi forces expelled IS.
When the militants seized
Mosul in 2014 after a light-
ning offensive, men working
in the security forces or in
other state jobs who did not
run away were left with
nowhere to hide. Seen as
representatives of an “apos-
tate” state, many of them
were forced to publicly
repent and swear allegiance to IS. The women of Al-
Minassa resemble the Mothers of the ‘Plaza de Mayo’
who relentlessly pursued justice for sons who van-
ished under Argentina’s 1976 to 1983 junta.

‘Sure they are detained’ 
Standing on the steps of the square, 38-year-old

housewife Shaima believes she knows what happened
to her policeman husband. Shaima, 38, said militants
raided the family home and abducted her husband on
Nov 25, 2016, a fate that befell many of his colleagues.
When Iraqi troops battled to retake the city, “he was

used with other prisoners as human shields”, she said.
Soldiers then arrested him “because he didn’t have
identity papers and had grown a thick beard during
his detention by IS”, said the mother of six, fighting
back tears.

When outgoing prime minister Haider Al-Abadi vis-
ited Mosul in March, the women tried to approach him
and ask about their men, but bodyguards pushed them
back. Security officials told AFP the families of all those
arrested in Mosul have been informed. But Shaima said
she has had no official word and resorted to other
channels. She had “received information... he is
detained” at Baghdad’s Al-Muthana airport, along with

suspected terrorists. 
Abu Luay, a 56-year-old

unemployed man, spends his
time looking for his two sons,
snatched from their home by
IS fighters on Oct 4, 2016.
The sons, Luay and Qusay,
have never reappeared. After
several months of investigat-
ing, “we’re sure they’re
detained by security forces,
but we don’t know why”, Abu
Luay said.

Thrown In ‘Abyss’ 
Not all those who had been held by IS survived the

brutality of its rule. “Many of the disappeared were
executed by IS and their bodies thrown in the ‘Khafsa’,”
said human rights activist Sami Faisal, referring to an
area that translates from Arabic as the “abyss”. The site,
a sinkhole that folklore says was left by a meteor, could
be one of the biggest mass graves in Iraq, as it was an
IS execution ground. Collating testimony from families,
Faisal said he has compiled 1,820 names of men and
women who have disappeared. Many on the list were

soldiers, civil servants, journalists and activists from
Mosul and the surrounding area.

A separate list of missing Yazidis comprises 3,111
names, although the number fluctuates as members of
the minority re-emerge alive after having years
enslaved by IS. Deciding when a person can be
declared dead is an issue which the authorities are
tackling. The Iraqi judiciary has ruled “two years with-
out news of a person who has disappeared in a con-

text of terrorism sufficient to officially pronounce
their death”.

Mosul’s mayor, Zoheir Al-Araji, said the justice
ministry registers complaints by relatives of the dis-
appeared. The cases go “to the government and
security authorities to investigate their fate”, he said.
“But so far without results.” Bereft of her two sons,
Umm Luay tries to take some solace from photos and
memories.  —AFP

Some fear their men have fallen victim to cruel double jeopardy

In Mosul, women desperate 
for news of the ‘disappeared’

MOSUL: Iraqis hold up portraits of missing relatives who were held captive by Islamic State group fight-
ers during a demonstration in the eastern part of this northern city on April 13, 2018. —AFP 

For Abiy, big 
reforms carry 
big risks
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopia’s new prime
minister Abiy Ahmed has announced a
flurry of reforms to reshape the nation
but implementing them will be harder,
analysts say. Last week alone, Abiy
shook up the security services, ended a
nationwide state of emergency and
announced plans to liberalize the econ-
omy and resolve a two-decade-old
conflict with Eritrea. Yet those moves
represent dramatic shifts in the power
balance within Africa’s second-most
populous country. It remains unclear
how deep Abiy’s support runs within
the ruling Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF) for carrying them out.

And if the reforms are bungled, he

risks inflaming relations between the
country’s many ethnic groups. “There is
political expectation on the part of the
public for very quick change,” said Awol
Allo, an Ethiopian commentator who
teaches law in Britain. “My worry is that
he’s moving too fast in a country with-
out the institutional safeguards to
implement these policies.” Observers
say that the EPRDF, in unchecked con-
trol of Ethiopia since 1991, was forced to
shift course by anti-government
protests, led by the country’s two
largest ethnicities, that started in late
2015 and left hundreds dead. The unrest
prompted a 10-month state of emer-
gency, declared in Oct 2016.

The upheaval was seen as one reason
behind the February resignation of Abiy’s
predecessor, Hailemariam Desalegn, and
the immediate imposition of a second
emergency declaration that parliament
repealed last week. Elevated by the rul-
ing party to the prime minister’s office in
April, Abiy is the first leader from the
largest ethnicity, the Oromo. Even though

he has been cast as a reformer, few
expected him to move so fast.

1991 redux 
Abiy last week reversed decades of

policy, announcing key state-run indus-
tries - among them Ethiopian Airlines
and Ethio Telecom, the country’s only
internet and telephone provider - would
be opened up to foreign and private
investors. In a still more surprising
move, Abiy declared Ethiopia would
respect a 2002 United Nations commis-
sion ruling that demarcated the coun-
try’s border with Eritrea, setting the
stage to end years of hostility between
the two countries.

The prime minister then removed
Ethiopia’s intelligence and military chiefs
along with the national security advisor,
the latest in a host of older government
officials Abiy has shown the door to since
taking over. “These people have been in
the system for far too long and are by and
large blamed by the public for the prob-
lems,” Awol said. Longtime independent

Ethiopia researcher Rene Lefort com-
pared Abiy’s reforms to 1991, when the
EPRDF, then a rebel army, stormed the
capital Addis Ababa and removed the
Derg military junta from power. “I
expected some changes, but only step-
by-step. But so fast, and so deep, that’s
astonishing,” he said.—ÅFP

Skepticism in 
Greece,
Macedonia 
against name deal
ATHENS: Greeks and Macedonians
expressed skepticism yesterday over a
proposed compromise deal to end a near-
ly three-decade name row between their
countries which had blocked Skopje’s bid
to join the EU and NATO. The leaders of
the neighboring countries hailed a “his-
toric” agreement on Tuesday to rename
the tiny Balkan nation the Republic of
North Macedonia after months of inten-
sive talks. However there was some back-
lash to the new name in both nations.

Greece’s main opposition branded the
deal a “national retreat”, while
Macedonia’s nationalist President Gjorge
Ivanov stormed out of a meeting with the
prime minister and foreign minister in
protest. “President Ivanov interrupted the
meeting and left refusing to talk about the
benefits of this historic agreement on the

Macedonian future,” Macedonia’s govern-
ment said. There was also reluctance in the
capital Skopje. “We went too far, we
allowed too much,” said Suzana
Turundzieva, a 46-year-old retail worker.

Greece has long objected to its north-
ern neighbor being called Macedonia
because it has its own northern province
of the same name, which in ancient times
was the cradle of Alexander the Great’s
empire, a point of pride to Greeks today.
Ending the 27-year dispute would pave
the way for Macedonia’s bids to join the
European Union and NATO, which - if
successful - officials say would help sta-
bilize the region. The breakthrough was
quickly welcomed by the United Nations,
NATO and the EU, with European
Council president Donald Tusk tweeting:
“Thanks to you the impossible is becom-
ing possible.”

‘A trick’ 
However both governments face sig-

nificant hurdles at home over the deal,
with the countries’ main opposition par-
ties refusing to support it. Street protests
have also been held in Greece and
Macedonia against any compromise, and
additional demonstrations are expected

in Greece in the coming days. Even
Greeks who admit the row had gone on
too long say the compromise was painful
and could still leave their country empty-
handed. “I agree with a heavy heart...
because they had left the issue for 26

years and I guess that nothing better
could have been done at this point,” said
technician Christos Nikolopoulos. “All
this is a trick for the Balkans to become a
protectorate of NATO,” chafed Vassilis, a
20-year-old waiter. —AFP

Women resemble 
Mothers of the 

‘Plaza de Mayo’

THESSALONIKI, Greece: Dancers wearing traditional costumes perform in front of the statue
of Alexander III of Macedon, commonly known as Alexander the Great, on Tuesday. —AFP 

Abiy Ahmed

In Thai tourist 
spots, hidden world
of male sex slavery
CHIANG MAI, Thailand: Young boys walk in pairs late in
the evening at Chiang Mai’s popular Tha Phae Gate, saun-
tering past tourists taking photos of the fort as locals hawk
souvenirs. No one would connect the boys to the older,
white men - and a pair of Chinese 40-somethings - seated
under a tree, or to the young man with the mobile phone
leaning on a parked motorbike. But for Alezandra Russell,
founder of non-profit Urban Light, this scene - which
unfolds every evening in one of the country’s most popular
tourist stops - sums up everything that is wrong with
Thailand’s approach to trafficking and slavery.

“The dialogue in Thailand - and around the world - is
focused on women and girls, because the general percep-
tion is that boys are big and strong, and that they can take
care of themselves,” said Russell, pointing out the deals
being done. The boys, aged from 14 to 24, walk in pairs for
greater safety, making eye contact with the men, who then
communicate their choices to the man with the mobile
phone. Once the deal is done, the boys move to a side alley
to wait for their clients.

If no one passes muster, the men head to one of dozens
of bars and karaoke lounges that offer boys for sex. The
rates range from 2,000 baht ($62) for an hour to 5,000
baht for longer, in a back room or in the client’s hotel,
Russell said. “Why does this not shock and enrage people
as much as it does when it’s girls?” said Russell, whose
drop-in center is for boys in Chiang Mai’s sex industry.
“They are no less vulnerable and abused than girls who are
trafficked into sex work. Yet it is much more hidden, so
there’s much less sympathy, and far fewer resources for
boys,” she said.

Soapy massage
Thailand is a source, transit, and destination country

for children trafficked for sexual exploitation. Thailand
has more than 123,530 sex workers, according to a
2014 UNAIDS report. Of these, at least 40 percent are
under 18, and a significant number are boys, according
to rights groups. Children are trafficked into Thailand
from Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam. Victims
from Bangladesh, Pakistan, North Korea and China also
transit through Thailand en route to the United States,
western Europe and Russia, activists say.

“We are aware that there are boys also in the sex
trade,” said Krittat Uamson, deputy director of the
just ice  min is t ry ’s  human t ra f f ick ing d iv is ion  in
Bangkok. “But the majority of sex workers is girls and
women, so our main focus is women.” Globally, as
many as 2 mil l ion children are sexually exploited
annually, according to the United Nations children’s
agency UNICEF. A significant number are boys, cam-
paigners say. —AFP


