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News in brief

Iraq unearths mass grave 
SAMAWA: Iraq must never forget Saddam Hussein’s
crimes or allow his party to return, President Barham
Salih said yesterday after attending the unearthing of a
mass grave of Kurds killed by the former leader’s forces
three decades ago. The grave, found in the desert about
170 km west of the city of Samawa, contained the
remains of dozens of Kurds made to “disappear” by
Saddam’s forces, Salih’s office said. They were among up
to 180,000 people who may have been killed during
Saddam’s “Anfal” campaign that targeted Iraqi Kurds in
the late 1980s when chemical gas was used, villages
were razed and thousands of Kurds were forced into
camps. “He killed them because they did not accept the
continuation of this regime, because they wanted to live
a free and dignified life,” Salih, a Kurd, told a news con-
ference at the grave site. — Reuters

Explosion in Nigeria kills 12
KANO: Twelve people were killed and 16 others badly
injured when a fuel tanker exploded in northern
Nigerian city of Gombe, police said yesterday. The driv-
er lost control of the fuel tanker as he tried to avoid col-
liding with another truck at a bridge on the outskirts of
the city on Saturday. The tanker fell on its side, “spilled
its contents and exploded, causing an inferno that
engulfed other road users,” Gombe state police spokes-
woman Mary Mallum said. “Twelve people burned to
death while 16 others were seriously injured and evacu-
ated to hospital for treatment,” she said, accusing the
driver - who was among those killed - of reckless driv-
ing and speeding. Accidents are common on Nigeria’s
poorly maintained roads, many caused by reckless driv-
ing, speeding and disregard for traffic rules. — AFP 

Somali auto-rickshaw protest
MOGADISHU: At least three protesters died in
Mogadishu when hundreds of auto-rickshaw taxi drivers
took to the streets after an officer shot and killed a driver.
The protest erupted shortly after police forces allegedly
opened fire, killing one driver and a passenger at a
checkpoint near the main Bakara market on the south
side of the city. Mogadishu mayor Abdirahman Omar
Osman called for calm after the latest in a series of similar
incidents. “I condemn the killing of the rickshaw driver
and the passenger. The police are currently pursuing the
perpetrators so I urge the rickshaw drivers to show
restraint,” he said. According to witnesses, at least three
people had been shot dead at Saturday’s protest - but it
was not clear if police had fired on them or else security
guards from a local firm caught up in the unrest. — AFP 

Rally car crashes into crowd
STOCKHOLM: Five people were injured in Sweden on
Saturday when a rallycross car veered off a racetrack dur-
ing a race and crashed into a crowd of spectators, police
said. “There are five injured who have been transported to
hospital. Two are reported to be lightly injured, and three
seriously injured,” Stockholm police said in a statement.
“The driver of the car is one of the injured.” The cause of
the accident, which occurred at the Ticksta racetrack in
Rimbo north of Stockholm, was not immediately known.
So-called “folk racing” is a form of rally popular in the
Nordic countries, run with standard, inexpensive cars on
special gravel or tarmac tracks of 2.4 kilometers. — AFP 

Palestinian governor arrested
JERUSALEM: Israeli police arrested the Palestinian
governor of Jerusalem yesterday after he allegedly vio-
lated an order previously given to him by authorities,
police and his lawyer said. The governor, Adnan Gheith,
has been arrested several times in recent months in con-
nection with an investigation related to a land sale. His
lawyer Mohammed Mahmud said he had been given a
six-month order not to visit the occupied West Bank or
contact certain people there, and police accused him of
violating the order. Police spokesman Micky Rosenfeld
confirmed Gheith had been arrested and was being ques-
tioned, but could not provide further details. — AFP

KHARTOUM: Sudanese protesters demanded new mili-
tary rulers set up a civilian government as the foreign min-
istry called yesterday for backing from the international
community to help the country’s “democratic transition”.
Thousands remained encamped outside Khartoum’s army
headquarters overnight to keep up pressure on a military
council that took power after ousting veteran leader Omar
al-Bashir on Thursday.

A 10-member delegation representing the protesters
delivered their demands during talks with the council late
Saturday, according to a statement by the Alliance for
Freedom and Change umbrella group spearheading the
rallies. “We will continue... our sit-in until all our demands
are met,” including the formation of a fully civilian govern-
ment, said one of the alliance’s leaders, Omar al-Degier. 

Later the military council met with political parties and
urged them to agree on an “independent figure” to be the
country’s prime minister, an AFP correspondent present at
the meeting said. “We want to set up a civilian state based
on freedom, justice and democracy,” a member of the mili-
tary council Lieutenant General Yasser al-Ata told several
political parties, urging them to agree on the figures to sit
in civilian government.

The protestors have insisted that civilian representa-
tives must join the military council, and demanded that a
fully civilian government be set up to run day-to-day
affairs. Meanwhile, the foreign ministry urged the interna-
tional community to back the military council “to achieve
the Sudanese goal of democratic transition,” it said in a
statement.  The council chief General Abdel Fattah al-
Burhan is “committed to having a complete civilian gov-
ernment and the role of the council will be to maintain the
sovereignty of the country”, it added.

Talks between protest leaders and Sudan’s new rulers
were followed yesterday by a meeting between
Washington’s top envoy to Khartoum, Steven Koutsis, and
the military council’s deputy. Mohammad Hamdan Daglo,
widely known as Himeidti, told Koutsis “about the meas-
ures taken by the military council to preserve the security
and stability of the country,” the official SUNA news
agency reported. Himeidti is a field commander for the
Rapid Support Forces (RSF) counter-insurgency unit,
which rights groups have accused of abuses in the war-
torn Darfur region.

Burhan talks the talk 
On Saturday, the military council’s new chief General

Burhan vowed to dismantle Bashir’s regime, lifting a night-
time curfew with immediate effect. He also pledged that
individuals implicated in killing protesters would face jus-
tice and that protesters detained under a state of emer-
gency imposed by Bashir during his final weeks in power
would be freed. Burhan took the oath of office on Friday
after his predecessor General Awad Ibn Ouf stepped down
little more than 24 hours after ousting Bashir.

Tens of thousands of people have massed non-stop
outside the army headquarters since April 6, initially to
urge the military to back their demand that Bashir be
removed. Burhan comes with less baggage from Bashir’s
deeply unpopular rule than Ibn Ouf, a former defence min-
ister and long-time close aide of the deposed president.
But while celebrating the fall of both men in quick succes-
sion, protesters remain cautious.

Protest leaders say their demands include restructuring
the country’s feared National Intelligence and Security
Service (NISS), whose chief Salih Ghosh resigned on

Saturday. Rights group Amnesty International on
Saturday urged the military council to examine Ghosh’s
actions during a crackdown against protesters during
the final weeks of Bashir’s rule. “It is crucial that Sudan’s
new authorities investigate Salah Ghosh’s role in the
killings of scores of Sudanese protesters over the past

four months”, said Amnesty’s regional director Sarah
Jackson. The newly formed 10-member transitional
council contains several faces from Bashir’s regime. On
Saturday evening, the new military ruler named NISS
deputy head Jalaluddin Sheikh to the council, with
Himeidti as its deputy head. — AFP

Sudanese protesters set demands as 
military rulers urge global support

Thousands remain encamped outside Khartoum’s army headquarters

‘Fake news’ fuelling 
ethno-religious crisis, 
tensions in Nigeria
LAGOS: Misinformation risks worsening ethnic and reli-
gious tensions in Nigeria, media commentators and
researchers say, at a time of heightened concern about
internal security and fragile community relations. The
months and weeks running up to recent elections saw a
slew of false claims about politicians and their parties, as
part of deliberate attempts to shape the narrative before
polling. Africa’s most populous nation is often character-
ized as teetering on the brink. 

Security threats include Boko Haram Islamists in the
northeast and violence between nomadic cattle herders
and farmers in central states. The latter is primarily a battle
for water and land but those involved have been polarized
along ethnic, sectarian and religious lines, in a country
with more than 250 ethnic groups and where identity is
rarely far from the surface. 

Simon Kolawole, a former editor with Nigeria’s ThisDay
newspaper and founder of The Cable online news site, said
manufactured lies in the guise of news was “further endan-
gering the delicate ethno-religious fabric of Nigeria”. It
was also “hampering the credibility of news outlets in the
country”, he said. Information minister Lai Mohammed
said misinformation and hate speech “threatens the peace,
unity, security and corporate existence of Nigerians”. 

Of particular concern was the fabrication of stories pit-
ting the country’s mainly Muslim north against the pre-
dominantly Christian south - a traditional fault line often
used by proponents of restructuring the current federal
system and even breaking it up. “When you go by social

media, the impression you get is as if Nigeria is at war and
as if Muslims are killing Christians,” said Mohammed.

‘Fake news’ factories 
Misinformation - deliberate or not - is not a new phe-

nomenon in Nigeria. In November 1989, the state broad-
caster NTA announced the death of Nnamdi Azikwe, the
country’s first governor general and president after inde-
pendence in 1960. By morning, most of the newspapers
were running the story but “Zik”, as he was known, was very
much alive and would live for another seven years. Thirty
years later, rumors circulated that President Muhammadu
Buhari had died during one of his lengthy absences from
Nigeria in 2017 on medical grounds, and that he had been
replaced by a lookalike called Jubril from Sudan.

It took nearly two days before Azikwe was to clear the
air about the state of his health and inform the world he
was still alive - and the false claim was relatively con-
tained. The supposed death of Buhari in contrast spread

like wildfire on Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp, so much
so that he had to address the claim at a news conference.
“It’s the real me,” he told supporters on a trip to Poland in
December 2018.

That Buhari, 76, had to even devote time to debunking
the claim is extraordinary but the fact it still circulates is a
sign of the scale of problem - and the task facing the
media and fact-checking organizations. Fredrick Nwabufo,
a political analyst and columnist, said it was “an open
secret” that Nigeria’s two main political parties ran “media
centers” to pump out misinformation during the election.
He agreed there was a risk the practice could escalate eth-
nic and religious tensions.

Election impact? 
The lookalike rumor can be traced to pro-Biafran sup-

porters, who want a separate state for the ethnic Igbo
people who dominate southeast Nigeria. Another claim,
that Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) candidate Atiku
Abubakar was being supported by the LGBT community,
was designed to discredit him in the religious and socially
conservative north. A recurrent claim against Buhari, who
is also a Muslim from the north, is that he wants to Islamize
all of Nigeria and extend Sharia law across the country. To
what extent “fake news” influenced the result of the elec-
tion is so far inconclusive. Buhari was re-elected by almost
four million votes.

But Sam Ejiwunmi, a doctoral student at the University
of Lagos researching the possibility, said misinformation
affects rural areas more than urban centers. “My fear is
majorly with the impact it has on the credibility of the
media. The media houses are no longer perceived as the
custodian of credible news,” he added. “We should all
worry about how fake news especially during election can
lead to increase in hate speech and alter the voting pat-
tern. “While there is no data I’m aware of to support this
claim at the moment, it is an hypothesis that will be exam-
ined soon enough.” — AFP 

Algeria activists
fear tougher
police tactics
after Friday
clashes
ALGIERS: Algerian civil society
groups has warned of toughening
police tactics and reaffirmed their
commitment to peaceful pro-democ-
racy rallies, a day after officers in riot
gear clashed with protesters. The ini-
tially calm protest in central Algiers
deteriorated into the worst street vio-
lence seen so far since marches began
in mid-February demanding an end to
the 20-year-rule of president
Abdelaziz Bouteflika, who finally
resigned on April 2, and his regime. 

Police used tear gas and water
cannon and scuffled with demonstra-
tors, who in turn hurled stones and
bottles, set light to at least one police
car and turned large dumpsters into
barricades. Injuries were reported on
both sides, and activists raised fears
that the standoff has entered a new
phase. “Friday’s mobilization was dif-
ferent because of the scale of the
repression,” according to Said Salhi,
vice president of the Algerian League
for the Defense of Human Rights. It
said several activists were arrested on
Saturday as they prepared to return
to the key protest site at the capital’s
main post office, condemning the
action as “harassment”.

Demonstrators have vowed to
push on with rallies against the inter-
im government of Abdelkader
Bensalah and its planned July 4 elec-
tions, arguing that leaders who
emerged from the Bouteflika “system”
cannot guarantee free and fair polls.
Salhi noted that the mood was differ-

ent Friday outside the post office that
has become an emblematic protest
site. “It usually starts joyfully at the
post office, but there was a desire on
the part of the authorities to clear the
area,” he said.

Salhi said a turning point had come
three days earlier when police had for
the first time tried to disperse a stu-
dent demonstration in Algiers with
tear gas and water cannon. Political
scientist Cherif Driss said that, while
the demonstrations have continued
unabated, “the police are trying to
refocus, and are beginning to reduce
the public space for expression”.
Driss added however that “the
response remains moderate and pro-
fessional, with mostly water cannons
and tear gas. There is no brutal
repression.”

‘Delinquents and troublemakers’
Police put Friday’s violence down

to “delinquents” infiltrating the
crowds, and said 108 people had
been arrested, while some protesters
also blamed “troublemakers” for the
clashes. Driss said it was too early to

tell whether Friday’s clashes were the
result of “a strategy to limit demon-
strations or a reaction to groups infil-
trating” the protests. The General
Directorate of National Security
reported that 83 police had suffered
injuries. It denied having resorted to
repressive tactics and said it was
merely maintaining public order. 

Several protesters were also
injured, and at least one was hit in the
chest by what appeared to be a rub-
ber bullet, said an AFP photographer.
Activist groups stressed their com-
mitment to non-violence, although
some shops and properties were
damaged after protests in the early
days of the movement. “The protest-
ers are very committed to the contin-
uation of the movement in its peaceful
form,” said Abdelwahab Ferfaoui of
civic group the Youth Action Rally
(RAJ-Algeria). “It’s the key to suc-
cess.” At Friday’s clashes, AFP jour-
nalists saw some demonstrators plac-
ing themselves between rioters and
police, raising their hands and chanti-
ng “silmiya” (peaceful) until the situa-
tion calmed. — AFP

LAGOS: A man drives his scooter past portraits of some of the
200 Chibok schoolgirls abducted by Boko Haram Jihadists
five years ago at Falomo roundabout in Lagos. — AFP 

Venezuela President 
orders an expansion 
of civilian militia 
CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro has
ordered an expansion of civilian militia by nearly one million
members as opposition leader Juan Guaido toured western
Zulia state, which has been hard hit by electricity blackouts.
Guaido, the leader of the opposition-controlled National
Assembly who in January invoked Venezuela’s constitution to
assume an interim presidency, has called on the military to
abandon Maduro amid a hyperinflationary economic collapse
made worse by several nationwide blackouts in the past
month.

Guaido has been recognized as Venezuela’s rightful leader
by the United States and most Western countries, who agree
with his argument that Maduro’s 2018 re-election was illegiti-
mate. The civilian militia, created in 2008 by the late former
president and Maduro mentor Hugo Chavez, reports directly
to the presidency and is intended to complement the armed
forces. Maduro, who calls Guaido a US puppet, said he aimed
to raise the number of militia members to three million by
year-end from what he said was more than 2 million currently. 

Maduro has encouraged them to become involved in agri-
cultural production. Shortages of food and medicine have
prompted more than three million Venezuelans to emigrate in
recent years. “With your rifles on your shoulders, be ready to
defend the fatherland and dig the furrow to plant the seeds to
produce food for the community, for the people,” Maduro, a
socialist, told thousands of militia members gathered in the
capital Caracas, wearing khaki camouflaged uniforms. 

So far, the military top brass has remained loyal to Maduro
despite Guaido’s offer of amnesty to military members who
switch sides. Hundreds of soldiers have sought asylum in
neighboring Colombia. While electricity has largely been
restored in Caracas, Maduro’s administration is rationing
power to the rest of Venezuela.

Guaido is traveling in the interior to drum up support. In
Zulia state, the site of the OPEC member’s first oil well and
home to Venezuela’s second-largest city, Maracaibo, he
said: “We are here to check on the situation, your suffering.
But Zulia will rise up.” Separately on Saturday, two employ-
ees of Venezuela’s central bank who were arrested after
meeting with Guaido earlier this week were freed, rights
group Penal Forum said. Rights groups say Venezuelan
authorities have arrested over 1,000 people after anti-gov-
ernment demonstrations this year. Guaido’s chief of staff
was arrested last month. — Reuters

PARIS: Protesters rally against the Algerian ruling party yesterday at the Place de la
Republique in Paris. — AFP 

KHARTOUM: A woman takes a photograph with her smarphone of a billboard showing a reproduction of a pic-
ture of Alaa Salah, a Sudanese woman who has become an icon of the protest movement after a video of her
leading demonstrators’ chants went viral. — AFP 


