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GROZNY: Mother of five Zalina Gabibulayeva
says she was “tricked” into joining the jihadists
in Syria five years ago. Now, repentant and
repatriated to Russia’s Chechnya, she goes into
schools to teach others of the dangers of
extremism. Countries around the world are
grappling with the question of how to treat
citizens who travelled to the Islamic State
“caliphate” and have since decided to return.

That problem is felt particularly keenly in
Russia, which has seen thousands of people
leave to fight alongside jihadists in Syria,
according to President Vladimir Putin. While
some Western nations have stripped IS
recruits of citizenship or banned them from
coming back, Russia has actively repatriated
women and children-though the return of
women was suspended more than a year ago
over security concerns.

Most of Russia’s IS recruits came from
Muslim-majority Caucasus republics such as
Chechnya, the site of two bloody separatist
conflicts with Moscow in the 1990s and now
notorious for human rights abuses. The repub-
lic however has welcomed in women like
Gabibulayeva-with the expectation some go to
work to prevent young Muslims from becom-
ing radicalized. “We’re useful. We can tell the
new generation about what happened to us, so
they don’t make the same mistakes we did,” the
38-year-old says as her two youngest children
play on the floor of her flat in regional capital
Grozny. Wearing a leopard-print khimar veil
covering her head and body, she describes vis-

iting schools or colleges a couple of times a
week across Chechnya and neighboring
republic Ingushetia. There she tells young
people how she fell for propaganda from the
Islamic State group before her family moved to
the “caliphate” and found “cruelty, horror...it
had nothing to do with Islam”. 

‘To show they repent’ 
Gabibulayeva was already widowed when

she went to Syria with her children, but mar-
ried a Macedonian there after discovering dis-
crimination against women without a husband.
Later the pair tried to escape via Iraq, where
he was arrested and she was sent to a refugee
camp, from which she was eventually brought
back to Russia. Gabibulayeva moved to
Chechnya after receiving a suspended sen-
tence in her native republic of Dagestan.

While using former members of extremist
groups in education is not unusual, analysts
said this was the first such schools program
they were aware of using returnees from the
Islamic State. “It’s very difficult for (the
women) to talk about their experience but we
get them to understand it’s a way to show they
repent,” says Kheda Saratova, who sits on the
rights council of Chechnya’s authoritarian
leader Ramzan Kadyrov. 

Saratova-who manages repatriation efforts
with Kadyrov and Moscow’s backing-said young
people were turned off by traditional lecturing
about the dangers of extremism. “But when some-
one appears before them to say in detail how they

were radicalized, what they did there, how they
managed to escape...they see the real picture, the
real face of this terrorist organization.” 

Showcase 
In a video from one of the classes, another

returnee’s voice cracks as she describes the
pain she caused her family by going to IS.
“There were special groups who taught chil-
dren how to fight, they treated it as a game,
they taught them how to shoot,” the woman
tells the class of Grozny teenagers. Saratova
hopes Russian federal authorities will remove
their ban on repatriating women from Syria
and Iraq.  The activist says around 200 women
and children have already been brought back,
and she is planning a trip to collect more chil-
dren of Russian families. “Eventually they will
come back to their countries-especially the
children. But in what capacity?” she said.
Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, director of the inde-
pendent Conflict Analysis and Prevention
Centre, said in some ways the initiative was a
“showcase” to balance out reports of rights
abuses from Chechnya. 

At the same time she believes the use of
such personal experience “is considered to be
one of the most effective ways of trying to ide-
ologically counter terrorism.” “It’s not easy to
do because usually in democratic states you
can’t push people to speak-you have to ask for
their consent and most are reluctant to do it”
because of psychological difficulties, stigma or
personal risk. Fenna Keijzer of the European

Union’s Radicalisation Awareness Network
said similar education projects in other coun-
tries tended to use the experience of people
who had been longer out of extremist environ-
ments. Saratova insisted that the five women
involved in the program, which has reached

around 600 young people over the last year
and is seeking support to continue, took part
voluntarily. But she suggested there was an
element of quid pro quo in the arrangement.
“You have to pay for everything in this life,”
she said. — AFP 

Chechnya sends ‘Islamic State’ 
women into schools, not jails

Mother of 5 says she was ‘tricked’ into joining jihadists 

MOSCOW: Russia said yesterday an explosion at an
Arctic missile testing site killed five nuclear agency
staff and involved radioactive isotopes after a nearby
city reported a spike in radiation levels. In a statement,
Russia’s nuclear agency Rosatom said the accident on
Thursday at a secret military facility also left three staff
with burns and other injuries.  The military had not pre-
viously described the accident as involving nuclear fuel
and said radiation levels were normal afterwards.

But officials in the nearby city of Severodvinsk
reported that radiation levels were briefly raised after
the accident. The accident occurred in the far northern
Arkhangelsk region during testing of a liquid propel-
lant jet engine. An explosion sparked a fire, killing two,
the defense ministry said in a brief statement. Rosatom
said its staff were providing engineering and technical
support for the “isotope power source” of the engine
being tested.

The authorities have released few details of the
accident at the Nyonoksa test site on the White Sea,
used for testing missiles deployed in nuclear sub-
marines and ships since the Soviet era. The defense
ministry said six defense ministry employees and a
developer were injured while two “specialists” died of
their wounds. It was not immediately clear whether the
death toll reported by Rosatom included the fatalities
announced earlier by the defense ministry. Russian
state news agencies quoted a defense ministry source
as saying both defense ministry and Rosatom employ-
ees were killed.

Radiation spike
The authorities in Severodvinsk, 30 kilometers from

the test site, said on their website on Thursday that
automatic radiation detection sensors in the city
“recorded a brief rise in radiation levels” around noon
that day. The post was later taken down and the
defense ministry said that radiation levels were normal
after the accident. An official responsible for civil
defense, Valentin Magomedov, told TASS state news
agency on Thursday that radiation levels rose to 2.0
microsieverts per hour for half an hour from 11:50 am
(0850 GMT), before falling sharply.

He said this exceeded the permitted limit of 0.6
microsieverts, TASS reported. Greenpeace Russia pub-
lished a letter from officials at a Moscow nuclear
research centre giving the same figure, but saying high-
er radiation levels lasted for an hour. The officials said
this did not present any significant risk to public health.
Russian online media published unattributed video that
journalists said showed a line of ambulances speeding
through Moscow to take the injured to a centre that
specializes in the treatment of radiation victims.
Rosatom said that the injured were being treated at a
“specialized medical centre”.

Iodine panic 
An expert from Moscow’s Institute for Nuclear

Research, Boris Zhuikov, told RBK independent news
site that isotope power sources are mainly used in
spacecraft and are not usually dangerous for people
working with them. “If they are damaged, people who
are nearby could be hurt. Isotope sources use various
types of fuel: plutonium, promethium or cerium,”
Zhuikov said. The radioactivity levels involved are
“absolutely not comparable with those during serious
accidents at reactors,” he added.

The news of the accident prompted residents of
Severodvinsk to rush to pharmacies on Thursday to
stock up on iodine, which can be taken to stop the thy-
roid gland absorbing radiation. “People started to pan-
ic. Within a matter of an hour all the iodine and iodine-
containing drugs were sold out,” pharmacist Yelena
Varinskaya said. The Soviet Union saw the world’s
worst nuclear accident at Chernobyl in 1986, when the
authorities sought to cover up the seriousness of the
disaster. — AFP 

Five nuclear agency 
staff killed in Russia 
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MOSCOW: Kheda Saratova attends an AFP interview in Moscow. Repentant and
repatriated to Russia’s Chechnya, Saratova goes into schools to teach others of the
dangers of extremism. — AFP 

Guatemala 
burdened by
poverty, violence
PARIS: Central America’s most populated
nation, Guatemala is scarred by civil war,
gang violence and poverty, its people
among the streams of migrants heading
north to the United States. Ahead of the
presidential run-off vote today, here are
some facts about the country that is home
to 17.7 million people.

Rural poor 
While Guatemala has the biggest econ-

omy of Central America’s seven countries,
it also has some of the worst poverty, mal-
nutrition and maternal-child mortality rates
in Latin America, the World Bank says.
Economic growth stood at three percent in
2018 and is projected at 2.9 percent in
2019, with textiles and clothing, coffee,
sugar, silver and bananas among its main
exports. However, nearly 60 percent of its
population lives below the poverty line of
$1.50 a day, most in rural and indigenous
areas. The United States is Guatemala’s top
trading partner, with remittances in 2018
amounting to about 12 percent of its GDP.

Guatemala’s homicide rate, among the
highest in the world, has been dropping: by
late 2018 the rate was 22.4 murders per
100,000 people, down from 26.1 one year
earlier, according to official figures. Around

half the killings are blamed on drug traf-
ficking and extortion by powerful gangs.
Guatemala has also produced two Nobel
laureates: Miguel Angel Asturias for
Literature in 1967, and Rigoberta Menchu
for Peace in 1992.

Migrant gateway 
Located on Mexico’s southern border,

Guatemala is a gateway for the vast num-
bers of Central American migrants aiming
to reach United States by land. In July 2019,

the US and Guatemala governments signed
an agreement under which these migrants
must request asylum when they enter
Guatemala. The accord, which has come
under fire for designating Guatemala with
its high murder rate a “safe third country,”
is tied up in court and has yet to come into
effect. US President Donald Trump has also
pressured Mexico to halt migrants at its
porous border with Guatemala. The
Guatemalan National Migrant Assistance
Council estimates that about 1.5 million

Guatemalans live in the United States. Of
those, only between 300,000 and 400,000
have legal residence.

36-year civil war 
Once a center of the Mayan civilization,

Guatemala was ruled by Spain from 1524 until
its independence in 1821. Spanish remains its
official language, but there are also 24 native
languages, all but two of Maya origin. In 1954,
the leftist government of freely elected
President Jacobo Arbenz Guzman was over-
thrown in a US-backed coup, leading to a
string of pro-American, right-wing regimes
and the outbreak of civil war.

The fighting between government
troops, left-wing rebels and right-wing
vigilante groups ended with a peace
accord in 1996. Some 200,000 people
died or were forcibly disappeared during
that period, more than 80 percent of them
ethnic Mayas, according to United Nations
figures. About 1.5 million people were dis-
placed or exiled. Military dictator Efrain
Rios Montt, who ruled from 1982 to 1983,
died in 2018 while on trial for genocide
committed at the peak of the war.

‘Ring of Fire’
Guatemala is situated in the “Pacific

Ring of Fire,” a vast region where around
85 percent of the world’s seismic activity
is concentrated. The Fuego volcano, 35
ki lometers southeast  of  the capital
Guatemala City, erupted five times in
2018, claiming around 200 lives in June.
Three other volcanoes surround its land-
mark Lake Atitlan, Guatemala’s most
important tourist attraction. — AFP 

MIXCO: Guatemalan presidential candidate for the Union Nacional de la Esperanza
(National Union of Hope) party, Sandra Torres, waves as she poses with her dog during
her campaign’s closing rally in Mixco municipality, Guatemala. — AFP 

Allegations of serious 
labor abuses dogged 
Mississippi facilities 
MISSISSIPPI: Long before US immigration authorities
arrested 680 people at agricultural processing facilities in
Mississippi this week, one of the five targeted companies
faced allegations of serious labor violations including
intimidation, harassment and exploitation of its largely
immigrant work force, according to a federal lawsuit.

Last August, Illinois-based poultry supplier Koch Foods
settled a multi-year lawsuit brought by the US Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) on behalf of
more than 100 workers at the Morton, Mississippi, plant
over claims the company knew - or should have known - of
sexual and physical assaults against its Hispanic workers.

Mark Kaminsky, chief operating officer at Koch, said
the company admitted no wrongdoing in the settlement
and maintains, after fighting the matter in court for more
than eight years, that all the allegations contained in the
lawsuit are false. The workers’ complaints spanned 2004
to 2008, when the plant employed more than 500 people. 

They alleged that a manager would grope women from
behind while they were working, punch employees and
throw chicken parts at them. Workers also alleged that
supervisors coerced payments from them for everything
from medical leave and promotions to bathroom breaks.
Privately held Koch Foods, run by billionaire Joseph
Grendys, in court filings called the claims of abuse and
harassment “baffling” and “outrageous.” 

Kaminsky said a third-party review of 9 months of 24-
hour video surveillance at the plant found “absolutely no
evidence” of their veracity. Koch said the plaintiffs made
uncorroborated claims against the company as a means to
obtain US visas for crime victims who collaborate with US
authorities that would allow them to stay legally in the
United States.

The company settled the allegations last year by paying
$3.75 million and entering a three-year consent decree to
prevent future violations. It agreed to implement new poli-
cies such as creating a 24-hour complaint hotline and pub-
licly posting anti-discrimination policies, according to the
EEOC. Some workers at the Mississippi plant who lacked
legal immigration status alleged in court documents that
supervisors threatened to turn them in to authorities if

they spoke out about their concerns. Former federal offi-
cials and immigration attorneys said mass deportation
operations like the ones conducted by the US Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) on Wednesday in
Mississippi can have a chilling effect on future labor com-
plaints. “If workers are being threatened with being turned
over to ICE, and then here comes ICE and arrests work-
ers,” people could be more reluctant to speak up, said
John Sandweg, a former acting ICE director during the
Obama administration.

In the EEOC lawsuit, one Koch Foods employee without
legal immigration status alleged that a manager sexually
harassed his wife and made him pay to use the bathroom,
once waiting until he had soiled himself to give him per-
mission to leave his spot on the production line.

“If he found out that I had talked about anything that he
was doing, charging money, the way he mistreated us, the
dirty words he used; he told me that if I went to complain
in the office that he had contacts in immigration,” the
worker said in a 2012 deposition that was filed as part of
the suit. “And that he knew where I lived.” Maria Cazorla, a
Cuban immigrant and lead plaintiff in a lawsuit against the
company that was wrapped into the EEOC case, said in an
interview on Thursday that a manager inappropriately
touched her and hit her then-husband, also a co-worker, in
the ribs while he was working.

According to Cazorla’s interview and court documents,
her husband at the time was targeted by management and
fired over his immigration status after she filed her lawsuit
against the company in 2010. — Reuters

Thousands join 
opposition rally 
in Moscow after 
crackdown
MOSCOW: Thousands of opposition supporters rallied in
Moscow yesterday after mass police detentions at recent
protests that have been among the largest since President
Vladimir Putin’s return to the Kremlin in 2012. On a rainy
afternoon, protesters huddled under umbrellas on the cen-
tral Prospekt Andreya Sakharova street, where city
authorities had given permission for the rally to take place.

The White Counter, an NGO that tracks participants in
rallies, counted 7,200 people, while the massive police
presence included officers in riot gear. In recent weeks,
thousands have attended street protests calling for free
and fair elections after the exclusion of several opposition
figures, including allies of top Putin critic Alexei Navalny,
from local Moscow polls next month. Riot police and the
national guard detained more than 2,000 at the previous
two rallies, which were not authorized by city officials. 

Yesterday, some protesters carried placards with slo-
gans such as “Give us the right to vote!” and “You’ve lied
to us enough” while others held up pictures of activists
arrested at earlier demonstrations.  Most opposition can-
didates who have been banned from participating in the
vote have been jailed for violating protest laws. A dozen
protesters including university students face criminal
charges of “mass disorder” that risk lengthy prison terms,
despite their supporters insisting protests were peaceful.

Yesterday’s rally was authorized, meaning participants
should not face detention. But Navalny, who is currently in
jail, urged supporters to walk peacefully through the city
afterwards, when they will risk detention for illegal
protests. “After the demonstration we’re going for a walk
round Moscow,” his team wrote on social media yesterday.
Moscow police and the powerful Investigative Committee
issued a warning against participating in unsanctioned
protests which it said would be “immediately halted.”

“They need blood,” pro-Kremlin tabloid
Komsomolskaya Pravda wrote of the opposition yesterday,
quoting several celebrities warning against taking part in
unauthorized protests.  — AFP

This image released by the US Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) shows a Homeland Security
Investigations (HSI) officer guarding suspected illegal
aliens. — AFP 


