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LAAYOUNE: Building roads and expanding
cities, ports and industrial parks-Morocco is
pressing ahead with economic development in
Western Sahara without waiting for a political
settlement on the disputed territory. The latest
sign of the kingdom’s assertive approach to the
former Spanish colony was on show last week-
end at a business forum organised by Moroccan
authorities in Laayoune, the region’s largest city.
“This is a very rich region,” said Rokia Derham,
Morocco’s secretary of state for foreign trade.

“There is great potential in industry, fishing,
agriculture or the relocation of services. We
want to see foreign investors coming,” she told
AFP. Morocco and the Polisario Front fought for
decades over control of Western Sahara, until a
1991 UN-brokered ceasefire froze the conflict
and left Rabat in control of most of the desert
area. The forum urged French companies to
“give their business new momentum” by invest-
ing in a territory touted as a “model of regional
development”. 

‘Opportunities’
“We want to push development and the

economy,” the region’s president Hamdi Ould
Errachid told some 200 entrepreneurs, including
50 from France, at an opening ceremony. The
forum highlighted the “appeal” of the area, situ-
ated at the door to sub-Saharan Africa, and the
“opportunities” in sectors such as renewable en-
ergy, finishing, tourism and construction. Staged
a month before UN-led negotiations on the fate
of the territory are set to resume, the forum

sparked Polisario Front condemnation. In an
open letter to UN Secretary General Antonio
Guterres, the independence movement said it
was an example of Morocco’s “hostile expan-
sionist policy”. The Saharan Arab Democratic
Republic (SADR), declared by the Polisario in
1976, controls nearly 20 percent of resources-
rich Western Sahara. 

Some 170,000 Sahrawis live in desert
refugee camps in neighboring Algeria, the Polis-
ario’s staunchest backer. Morocco, which con-
trols the rest of the territory and its
1,100-kilometre (680-mile) coastline, aims to
preserve the kingdom’s “territorial integrity” by
granting the area autonomy-but not independ-
ence.  On the ground, a berm erected by Moroc-
can authorities alongside a UN-monitored
buffer zone has separated the two sides since
the 1991 ceasefire. “The political issue must be
resolved by the United Nations,” said Derham,
adding that the region’s development “cannot be
linked” to politics. 

‘Politics at stake’
Philippe-Edern Klein, president of the French

Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Mo-
rocco (CFCIM) and co-organiser of the Laay-
oune forum, said he did not want to talk politics.
“We’re here to do business,” he said, adding that
he was “supporting development in Western Sa-
hara”. Khadija Gamraoui, a local right-wing
French lawmaker, thought otherwise. “No one is
fooled. Everyone knows that those who are
present are giving a signal-there are politics at

stake,” said Gamraoui, who attended the forum
with a Moroccan-French political association.
She said she was impressed by the major proj-
ects already completed. With its huge library,
Olympic-sized swimming pool and state-of-the-
art sports grounds, the city of Laayoune and its
palm tree-lined avenues are a showcase of the
cash Rabat has poured into the area. 

Moroccan authorities plan to spend more
than 4.5 billion euros ($5.2 billion) on the re-

gion’s development by 2021. Khalid Hatim, a
local official, said “zero taxation” offered an in-
centive for investors. French banking groups like
BNP-Paribas, Societe Generale and Credit Agri-
cole sent local subsidiaries to Laayoune to the
forum. The Polisario, for its part, is challenging
fishing and agricultural accords for Western Sa-
hara signed with the European Union and has
filed complaints against French firms operating
in the area. — AFP 

At least 27 killed 
in Tajikistan’s 
jail riot 
DUSHANBE: At least 25 inmates and two secu-
rity officers have been killed after a riot broke out
at a high-security prison in Tajikistan, three se-
curity sources said yesterday. The violence
started late on Wednesday when an inmate be-
lieved to be a member of militant group Islamic
State attacked a guard and seized his assault rifle,
said an interior ministry official who declined to
give his name.

Officers restored order hours later with the
help of reinforcements, a security official speak-
ing on condition of anonymity said. The prison in
the northern Tajik city of Khujand is where pris-
oners convicted of religious extremism offences,
including membership of Islamic State, are gen-
erally held. It also houses other prisoners. Both
officials said at least 25 inmates were killed, as
well as one warder and one policeman. The third
source, also a security official, said three guards
had died. Local authorities confirmed a riot had
occurred but gave no details. Khujand lies around
300 km (185 miles) north of the Tajik capital,
Dushanbe. — Reuters
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LAAYOUNE: A fisherman rests on his boat in the harbor of the Moroccan-controlled West-
ern Sahara’s main city of Laayoune. — AFP 

Buddha and
bronzer: The
Japanese monk 
who loves make-up
TOKYO: As make-up artist Kodo Nishimura
sashays into a room in Tokyo balanced on pin-
thin heels, he could hardly look less like a prac-
ticing Buddhist monk. Immaculately made-up,
sporting smoky eyeshadow, false lashes and
winged eyeliner, he changes outfits three times
during a presentation to starry-eyed fans. But at
the Tokyo temple where his father is head monk
and he assists in rituals, he appears transformed.
His face is bare, and he wears the plain robes of a
Buddhist cleric. It might seem like an unusual
double act, but that doesn’t bother 29-year-old
Nishimura. “This is who I am,” he said. “I am not
going to try to be something else.”

Nishimura is primarily a make-up artist, beau-
tifying clients ranging from popstars to pageant
contestants. He spends most of the year in the
United States, where he first openly indulged a
passion for make-up that he kept secret as a child

in Japan, hiding in the bathroom to experiment. “I
would open my mum’s Chanel eyeshadow palette
and I would try to put it on my face. But I looked
crazy, I looked like a clown,” he laughs. Studying
in the US, he found things were different. He dis-
covered drag queens working at make-up stores
who were happy to answer his questions. At 18,
he made his first purchase: mascara and eyeliner.
An internship with a make-up artist led to a job.
Back home, his parents surprised him by being
supportive of his career choice.

‘A liberation’
But he felt that something was missing. He had

grown up in a Buddhist temple, playing behind its
elaborate golden altar and knew one day he
would have to decide whether to follow in his fa-
ther’s footsteps. “I wanted to know the occupa-
tion, what we do, enough to make the decision.”
So at 24, he enrolled in a training program in his
Buddhist Pure Land sect. It involved five sessions,
each several weeks long, spread over a period of
around two years. Homesick for Japan, he was ex-
cited at first, but his enthusiasm quickly faded.

“The moment the doors shut, the trainers
started screaming,” he said. “I was like ‘oh my God,
what did I sign up for’?” But he persevered, return-
ing to the United States between courses, only to
have a crisis of confidence near the end. In New
York, he wore make-up and jewelry, worked as a

make-up artist and was open about his attraction
to men. Would all that “offend the community of
Buddhist monks?” he wondered. “Is it going to de-
grade the value of other monks?” But a senior
monk brushed aside his concerns, pointing out that
Japanese monks often wear non-religious clothing
outside the temple and have second jobs. And he
was uninterested in his sexuality. “That was like a
liberation for me,” Nishimura said. “That’s when I
felt: ‘now I can be myself and be a monk as well.’”

He acknowledges that his work as a make-up
artist, with its focus on outward appearance,
might seem at odds with a religion that prioritizes
the inner self. “I think in Buddhism the core mes-
sage is to feel happiness, feel balanced within our
hearts and to share the happiness,” he said. Feel-
ing beautiful, he believes, makes people “more
generous, more attentive to helping others.”
Nishimura returns to Japan twice a year, helping
his father at religious events like funerals. For now
he can balance his two lives, but eventually he will
have to decide whether to inherit his father’s tem-
ple-a prospect he admits doesn’t appeal at the
moment. “I don’t think that being in this temple is
the best way necessarily to help more people.”
“Make-up and heels (are)... like a bridge for me
to spread my thoughts to others.” He has also be-
come an advocate for LGBT rights, and has a
sideline teaching transgender women make-up
tricks to amplify their feminine features.  — AFP


