
CAIRO: Egyptian voters have overwhelmingly backed
constitutional changes that could see President Abdel
Fattah El-Sisi’s rule extended to 2030, the electoral
board said. National Election Authority head Lashin
Ibrahim told a Cairo press conference that 88.83 per-
cent voted “yes” in a referendum on the amendments,
with 11.17 percent voting “no”. The three-day vote took
place “in a democratic climate powered by freedom,”
he added. Sisi took to Twitter shortly after the results
were announced to thank his fellow citizens “who daz-
zled the world with their awareness of the challenges
facing” Egypt.

Around 27 million votes were cast in the Arab
world’s most populous country, with a turnout rate of
44.33 percent. Rights groups have criticized the condi-
tions surrounding the rushed vote, including the sup-
pression of those opposing the sweeping changes that
consolidate Sisi’s power.
Egypt’s parliament, stacked
with Sisi loyalists, voted in
favor of the amendments last
week, giving voters just days
to digest the changes to 20
articles. Other controversial
amendments include boosting
Sisi’s control over the judici-
ary and giving the military
even greater influence in
Egyptian political life. 

No one near ‘throne’ 
Sisi has argued he needs longer to complete the job

of restoring security and stability after the turmoil that
followed the overthrow of veteran autocrat Hosni
Mubarak in the Arab Spring of 2011. A vote in Sisi’s
favor was expected but analysts worried about its con-
sequences. Analyst Mai El-Sadany, legal director at the
Washington-based Tahrir Institute for Middle East
Policy (TIMEP), told AFP the amendments could have
“long-term negative implications for Egypt”. The main
amendment, which has set the nation abuzz, is the near
certainty that Sisi will run for another six years in office
when his term ends in 2024. His current term was to
end in 2022 but was retroactively updated with an
extra two years. 

Riding a populist wave after militarily overthrowing
Islamist president Mohamed Morsi in July 2013, Sisi
cruised to a presidential victory in 2014 and was re-
elected with more than 97 percent of the vote in 2018.
“What is coming is extremely bad...it gives the message
that I am your God and no one will come near the
throne as long as I’m in power,” said veteran Cairo
University political scientist Hassan Nafaa. “How can a
constitution be changed to tailor-fit one person?” he
asked. Domestically and internationally, Sisi has pre-
sented himself as a bulwark against terrorism and a
rock of political stability amid a region in turmoil.

‘So much power’
“These constitutional amendments empower the

executive and military at the expense of a weakened
judiciary and legislature” said Sadany of TIMEP.

“Doing so eats away at the
separation of powers, it dete-
riorates the rule of law, and it
silences spaces for independ-
ent dissent,” she explained.

Under Sisi, authorities have
silenced all forms of political
opposition in a sweeping
crackdown on Islamists as
well as secular and liberal
activists. Rights groups have
consistently criticized these
heavy-handed tactics. Human

Rights Watch’s deputy director for the Middle East and
North Africa, Michael Page, called the amendments “a
shameless attempt to entrench the military’s power over
civilian rule” and said the referendum “took place in
such an unfree and unfair environment that its results
can have no pretense to legitimacy”.

Mustapha Kamel al-Sayyid, a professor of political
science at the American University of Cairo, said the
amendments set a dangerous precedent for future rulers
beyond the tenure of 64-year-old Sisi. “This (raft of
amendments) is unprecedented in the (modern) history
of Egypt,” he said. The constitutional package strength-
ens “the hand of one individual over everyone else... it
will be very difficult to go back on because who will
give up so much power?” Sayyid added. — AFP 
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Egyptians back constitutional 
changes extending Sisi’s rule 

88.83 percent vote ‘yes’ in referendum

SAQIYAT AL MANQADI: Egyptian voters flash the victory sign during a referendum on constitutional amend-
ments, at a school in Saqiyat Al-Manqadi village in the northern Nile delta province of Menoufia. — AFP 
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Lebanon urged to 
end kafala system,
abuse of workers 
BEIRUT: Amnesty International yesterday urged
Lebanon to end what it described as an “inherently
abusive” migration sponsorship system governing the
lives of tens of thousands of foreigners working in pri-
vate homes. Domestic workers in Lebanon are
excluded from the labor law, and instead obtain legal
residency though their employers’ sponsorship under
the so-called “kafala” system. 
But activists say this leaves the maids, nannies and

carers at the mercy of their employers and unable to
leave without their permission, including in numerous
documented cases of abuse.

“Amnesty International is calling on the Lebanese
authorities to end the kafala system and extend labor
protections to migrant domestic workers,” the London-
based rights group said. “The Lebanese parliament
should amend the labour law to include domestic work-
ers under its protection,” including to allow them to join
unions, the group said. Lebanon hosts more than
250,000 registered domestic workers from countries in
Africa and Asia, the vast majority of them women.

In a report released yesterday titled “Their house is
my prison”, Amnesty surveyed 32 domestic workers
employed mostly in and around Beirut, revealing
“alarming patterns of abuse”. Among them, 10 women
said they were not allowed to leave their employer’s
house, with some saying they were locked in. Twenty-
seven said their employers had confiscated their pass-
ports. Many worked overtime, 14 were not allowed a
single day off each week, and several had their month-
ly salaries revoked or decreased, despite it being a
breach of their contracts.  — AFP 

Over 260 killed
as Libya 
rivals battle 
TRIPOLI: At least 264 people
have been killed and over 1,200
wounded in weeks of fighting on
the outskirts of Libya’s capital, the
World Health Organization said, as
African leaders called for an imme-
diate ceasefire. The WHO used
Twitter to urge “a temporary cessa-
tion of hostilities, and for all parties
to respect humanitarian law”.
Eastern-based strongman Khalifa
Haftar launched an offensive on the
capital on April 4, as his self-styled
Libyan National Army pledged “to
purge the west of terrorists and
mercenaries”.

Forces loyal to the internationally
recognized Government of National
Accord (GNA), based in Tripoli,
launched a counter-attack at the
weekend. The fighting has since
eased somewhat as both sides
appeared to be preparing for the
next phase of the battle, but inter-
mittent explosions and gunfire have
continued including a huge blast
near Tripoli. Fighting in Tripoli’s
southern suburbs has so far dis-
placed at least 35,000 people, UN
humanitarian coordinator for Libya
Maria do Valle Ribeiro said
Monday.

“Displacement is continuing at
an increasing rate every day,” she
said, warning that the figures were a
conservative estimate. The two
sides have reached a near stalemate
since armed groups backing the
GNA launched their counter-attack

on Saturday. An AFP team on the
ground at the weekend confirmed
that GNA-aligned fighters had
pushed the frontline back several
kilometers in the southern district
of Ain Zara, around a dozen kilome-
ters south of the city centre.

‘Civilians trapped’ 
Another frontline is a little fur-

ther southwest, around the districts
of al-Swani and Qasr ben-Ghachir,
around 30 kilometers from Tripoli,
on a key road between the capital
and the old international airport.
The International Organization for
Migration’s Libya office voiced
concern Tuesday over “unaccept-
able and extremely worrying devel-
opments” at a detention centre for
migrants in Qasr ben-Ghachir.
“Defenseless migrants were report-
edly subject to random shooting

and several of them were seriously
injured” it said on Twitter. GNA
forces spokesman Mustafa al-Mejii
said Tuesday most fronts were
“calm” and that pro-GNA troops
had been ordered to consolidate
positions around the airport.

Later in the afternoon, they
faced heavy fire as they tried to
maintain a forward position on a
security checkpoint less than 20
kilometers from Gharyan, on a key
road south of Tripoli. In a statement,
they said they had seized strategic
positions “cutting the road between
Gharyan and Haftar’s forces in the
outer districts of Tripoli”. Early in
the evening, the city was rocked by
an enormous blast which the GNA
said was caused by an LNA
airstrike targeting pro-unity gov-
ernment forces on Tripoli’s western
outskirts. — AFP 

AIN ZARA, Libya: Forces loyal to the internationally recognized Government of
National Accord (GNA) take aim during clashes with forces loyal to strongman
Khalifa Haftar south of the capital Tripoli’s suburb of Ain Zara. — AFP 

‘Water is life’:
Rainfall revives
Iraq’s historic 
marshlands
CHIBAYISH MARSHES: This time last year, most of
Iraq’s historic marshlands were dry, desiccated by
upstream damming and a chronic lack of rainfall. Now,
local farmers are counting their blessings after unex-
pected heavy rainfall at the end of 2018 caused the
dams to overflow by early January and water came
gushing back to the wetlands in southeastern Iraq. For
Yunus Khalil, a farmer raising water buffalo in the cen-
tral marsh, the lack of water meant he had to sell most
of his herd at a loss last year.

“We were terrified the water wouldn’t come back,”
Khalil said. “It would’ve been the end for us.” The
marshes, thought to be the biblical Garden of Eden
and named a UNESCO world heritage site in 2016, are

experiencing their highest water levels since they were
reclaimed in 2003, said Jassim al-Asadi, southern
director of local NGO Nature Iraq and a native of the
marshlands, which stretch to the Iran border.

“God knows how much we suffered last year,”
Khalil said. “He protected us.” Saddam Hussein
accused the area’s inhabitants, the Marsh Arabs, of
treachery during the 1980-1988 war with Iran and lat-
er drained the marshes - which before then had
stretched across more than 3,700 square miles (9,583
sq km) - to flush out rebels. Many residents fled, but
after Saddam’s overthrow in 2003, parts of the marsh-
land were reflooded and around 250,000 Marsh Arabs
have cautiously trickled back.

Many had moved to farmland in nearby provinces,
or went to live in exile in Iran. Their years away
brought a change to the vibrant local culture, residents
say, and more conservative norms, particularly regard-
ing the role of women who have long worked along-
side men in the marshes. “You used to hear women
singing as they pushed their boats through the marsh-
es at dawn,” said Taher Mehsin, a fishermen in his late
60s. “Now, some of the men won’t let their women out
of the house.” — Reuters


