
CAIRO: Media in Egypt faces increased scrutiny and
restrictions by authorities ahead of a presidential election
this month incumbent Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi will dominate,
critics say. The president, addressing media, warned on
Thursday against “defamation” of security forces, a day
after his prosecution warned it would take legal action
against “false news.” Egypt ranks 161 out of 180 countries
in press freedoms according to watchdog Reporters
Without Borders’ 2017 Press Freedoms Index.

The government’s warnings to media are not new. Sisi, a
former army chief elected
as president in 2014 a year
after toppling his Islamist
predecessor following mass
protests, had previously
asked the media to exercise
caution in criticizing offi-
cials. But in recent months,
authorities have blocked
about 500 websites,
including media outlets like
Al-Jazeera and the local
Mada Masr, while journal-
ists have been arrested. A
reporter for the Huffington
Post’s Arabic website was detained last month after pub-
lishing an interview with prominent dissident Hisham
Geneina who mentioned the existence of documents that
are damaging to senior state officials.

At least 29 journalists are in detention, according to
Reporters Without Borders, including some accused of
working for media affiliated with the banned Muslim
Brotherhood group. Some of the restrictions are unprece-
dented. “Egypt has never seen an (internet) blockage since
the start of the internet,” said Mohamed Taher, a
researcher with the Association for Freedom of Thought

and Expression in Egypt. Authorities did cut off the inter-
net for a day in 2011 as they tried to stifle an uprising that
ousted strongman Hosni Mubarak, but did not seek to per-
manently ban scores of websites.

Blackout  
The government has not confirmed or denied its role in

the blackout, but Taher said internet providers do not
block websites without a request from authorities. For
some outlets, the measure has impacted their operations.

One site, Masr Al-Arabia,
had to reduce staff by 60
percent, according to
Adel Sabry, an editor.

“Many sources refuse
to speak to a blocked
website,” he added. The
government has also
increased criticism of for-
eign media, which had
been a frequent target of
attacks by politicians
over the years. It often
accuses foreign journal-
ists of biased coverage of

the country, especially when it comes to human rights
abuses. The government’s State Information Service called
for an official boycott of the BBC last week after a report
on abuses in which a woman claimed her daughter had
been forcibly disappeared by security.

The daughter later appeared in an interview on a local
television station, saying she had run away, married and
had a child. The BBC said it stood by the “integrity” of its
reporters. The report appears to have prompted the pros-
ecution statement saying its lawyers would take action
against outlets that publish “false news” and “news and

rumors that harm public safety.” Much of the domestic
media is seen as generally pliant, and criticism of Sisi is
rare. “There is no direct instruction or censorship, but
(journalists) censor themselves” out of fear or oppor-
tunism, said a journalist who works for a large private
channel, and requested anonymity. 

Rights activists say the authorities have become more

restrictive in general, showing little tolerance for dissent. In
the run up to the poll, Sisi’s would be rivals have been side-
lined or withdrawn from the race, saying it would not be a
fair election. One of them, former armed forces chief of staff
Sami Anan, was detained shortly after announcing his can-
didacy. The military accused him of illegally standing in an
election while still a registered reserve officer. —AFP
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EL ALAMEIN: Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi (center) attends the inauguration of the ‘New Al Alamein’
city in western Egypt. —AFP 

Congolese
cross a lake 
to escape 
inferno, 
violence
SEBAGORO: A daily flotilla of wood-
en canoes makes the 10-hour east-
ward crossing of Lake Albert ferrying
hundreds of refugees from DR
Congo’s latest spasm of violence to
the safety of Uganda. The repurposed
fishing vessels come to Sebagoro
beach crammed with the bedraggled
and dispossessed survivors of an out-
break of fighting between rival Hema
and Lendu communities in the east of
the Democratic Republic of Congo.  

In recent weeks more than 28,000
have made the passage, according to
United Nations figures, most of them
women and children, bringing with
them tales of horrific violence. “When
they were starting to kill we saw we
were going to die, so we ran away.
My two sisters were at home and they
killed them,” said 25-year-old Dorika
Rokorasha who lost track of her hus-
band in the panic. “I took the boat
and escaped.”

The Hema cattle herders and
Lendu farmers of Congo’s Ituri region
are antagonistic neighbors and out-
breaks of low-level violence are com-
mon. But in the late 1990s and early
2000s their fight became a broader,
more brutal battle stoked by Rwanda
and Uganda which were eager to
seize gold, diamond, timber and influ-
ence as part of a wider continental
war that played out inside Congo’s
borders.

Escape blocked
In Ituri tens of thousands of civil-

ians were killed between 1999-2003.
Eventually some militia leaders were

tried at the International Criminal
Court in The Hague. This year’s resur-
gent violence in Ituri is part of a
patchwork of unrest in a country suf-
fering from growing insecurity. New
conflicts are erupting as President
Joseph Kabila struggles to maintain
his grip on power two years after the
legal end of his second presidential
term. The current Ituri killing is cen-
tered around Djugu, northeast of the
provincial capital Bunia.  

Some have drowned during the
crossing, but newly-arrived refugees
were lucky to make it out as aid
workers say armed groups have
begun blocking the escape of civil-
ians. “Some of the militias are block-
ing the refugees from crossing the
lake, so there is still a lot of people
displaced in the villages across the
lake,” said Joyce Munyonyo-Mbithi
of the UN refugee agency (UNHCR).
Uganda claims to host close to 1.4
million refugees from around the
region.  Most come from South
Sudan where a civil war has been
raging for the last four years, but the
quarter of a million Congolese are
swelling in number.

Savage attacks 
Over 45,000 people have arrived

in Uganda this year, escaping Ituri as
well as other clashes further south, in
the chronically restive North Kivu.
But safety is relative: in just three
days this month diarrhoea killed 26
people in a single Ugandan camp
and there are fears of a cholera out-
break to come. In the squalid haven
of Kagoma Transit Centre, a two-
hour drive from the lake, refugees
from Ituri described villages burned,
children hacked to death with
machetes, people shot with arrows
and women raped.  

Survivors could describe the sav-
agery, but not explain it. Who exactly
the armed men were, what they wanted
or why they rampaged through their
villages was a mystery. One militia
arrived dressed as a football team and
when villagers went to greet them they
opened fire, said Imani Prisca, a 19-
year-old mother of three. “They started
shooting and burning our houses.”
Marie Eduzi, a 61-year-old widow and
mother of 11 was separated from her
children as desperate civilians
squeezed into rickety boats on the
Congo shore. For her, this latest vio-
lence is the last straw. After the attack
on her village by what she described as
a Lendu militia she’s had enough. “I nev-
er want to go back,” she said.—AFP 

Hundreds fear arrest 
for sharing names 
with Militants
MOSUL: Since jihadists were pushed out of Mosul,
Mohammed has not left his home. Although he never
joined the Islamic State (IS) group, he shares a name with
one of its fighters and fears arrest.  Like hundreds of oth-
ers, the 24-year-old Iraqi father of two has not dared to
approach security forces for fear of being detained
because of his name. “I can’t get out of Mosul or even
move freely around the city,” the young man said, adding
that security forces “with a list of names on their comput-
ers” could arrest him.  

Sami Al-Faisal, who runs a human rights group, said he
had recorded “about 2,500 people suffering from similar
names” in Mosul and its surrounding province.  Personal
ID cards in Iraq, like most Arab countries, carry a person’s
first name, father’s name and grandfather’s name. But to
determine a person’s surname and tribe, it’s often neces-
sary to look into the area’s personal status records.

Common names
Civil archives are the only way to distinguish between

the thousands of Mohammeds, Alis, Khaleds, Khalils

and Ibrahims-some of the most popular names in the
country. The Iraqi interior ministry has begun issuing
new ID cards equipped with a code that enables secu-
rity forces to retrieve a person’s full name on a com-
puterized system.  But in Mosul, where authorities are
still struggling to restore public services after more
than three years of jihadist occupation, these new digi-
tal IDs do not exist.

Although judicial sources and lawyers have told
Mohammed he could clear his name in court, the
young man flatly refused. “Asking a judge to investi-
gate means I’ll be detained for months at a police sta-
tion. To conduct an investigation and verify my inno-
cence with various security services... this process
takes a long time,” he explained.  This puzzle of similar
names and the fear of detention is the talk of the town
in Mosul. Sitting at a cafe, Wahid, 30, agreed to talk to
AFP on the condition of anonymity about the name he
has come to “hate”.

He discovered that his surname was on a list of want-
ed people during a recent trip to his university to collect
his diploma.”This document is only issued after an inves-
tigation by the intelligence services, so I gave up asking
for it for fear of arrest,” he said.  “The scary thing is that
I’d be subject to beatings and insults in detention for a
long time before I could prove my innocence.” Wahid
said one of his friends was mistakenly arrested three
months ago for carrying the same name as an IS jihadist.
Another was arrested shortly after the extremists were
pushed out of Mosul in July. —AFP

Buhari under fire
LAGOS: Another Boko Haram mass kidnapping has cast
doubts on Nigeria’s claims to have virtually defeated the
jihadists, putting the government under scrutiny as elec-
tions approach next year. Heavily armed Islamist militants
abducted 110 girls from their school in Dapchi, in Yobe
state, northeast Nigeria, on February 19. Parallels were
immediately drawn to the abduction of more than 200
schoolgirls in Chibok in 2014, which captured world atten-
tion and contributed to the ouster of Goodluck Jonathan.
The man who defeated him in elections in 2015, former

military ruler Muhammadu Buhari, campaigned hard on
security, lambasting Jonathan’s record and vowing to
defeat the rebels.

Certainly Boko Haram is not as strong as it was in 2014,
when it held swathes of territory across the northeast. But
there is a growing sense the government’s handling of the
insurgency could once again feature prominently in the
run-up to next year’s vote.  Security consultant Don
Okereke said the Dapchi abduction, which Buhari has
called “a national disaster”, was a “political game-changer”.
“The Chibok schoolgirls’ abduction undermined Goodluck
Jonathan’s re-election bid. I think Buhari is in tow if he
eventually makes up his mind to run,” he said. —AFP

BUNIA: Internally Displaced Congolese construct make shift shelters in a
camp for IDP’s in Bunia. —AFP 


