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Tunisia demolishes 
homes to protect 
ancient Carthage

Saber Sessi was working the night shift at a
municipality vehicle depot in Carthage, Tunisia,
when he signed off on five bulldozers in the early

hours of July 9. Unbeknownst to him, the intended tar-
get for those bulldozers was his home. “I opened the
gate, I handed (the keys) over and then I saw them
drive around to my house,” said Sessi, 50, who lived
beside the depot in the working-class neighborhood
of Mohamed Ali, in the northern suburbs of the
Tunisian capital.

Sessi’s house and nine other buildings were razed to
the ground that night in a government operation to
clear illegal homes from the area that used to be a bat-
tleground for gladiators in the Roman Empire - the
Circus of Carthage. Today, two-thirds of Carthage -
about 430 square km - is archaeological land, accord-
ing to Hayet Bayoudh, the municipality’s mayor.

The area earned a spot on the UNESCO World
Heritage List in 1979. Now Carthage’s place on that
list is under threat, due to what the UN’s cultural
body calls “uncontrolled urban sprawl”. All building
projects and repair works within the boundaries of
Carthage must first be approved by the municipality
and the National Heritage Institute (INP), Bayoudh
explained. But over the years, a number of homes and
buildings have gone up without permission. “We
need to clear and clean two zones, the Punic Port (in
the area’s south) and the Roman Circus - the two
black points for UNESCO,” Bayoudh told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “These demolitions
are an urgent measure.”

Off the list
Today, the only obvious trace of ancient grandeur

on the site of the Circus is the inspiration for the name
of a popular cafe on Mohamed Ali’s main high street:
Amphitheatre. But the cafe and the cluster of homes
behind it sit on land that archaeologists consider to be
of immense historical value. UNESCO first expressed
concern about the conservation of Carthage in 2012,
prompting a “monitoring mission”, explained
Mustapha Khanoussi, a consultant with the INP.

So far, 90 demolitions have been carried out in the
area since 2013, with another 30 planned by February
2020, according to mayor Bayoudh. UNESCO proce-
dures say all sites risk being removed from the World
Heritage list if they are not sufficiently protected.
However, “it is extremely rare that a site loses its status.
It has only happened twice,” said Laetitia Kaci, a
spokeswoman for the organization. According to
UNESCO’s website, it deleted Oman’s Arabian Oryx
Sanctuary from the list in 2007, after the country
decided to pursue hydrocarbon exploration on the site.
Tunisia has been given until Feb 2020 to take action on
UNESCO’s recommendations.

Local discontent
The cluster of houses on the Circus is mainly made

up of half-built structures lining un-tarmacked roads,
but there are also street lights, running water and
authorized electricity connections. Hayet and Nacer
Gerbi, a couple in their 60s, bought a plot of land on
the Circus in 2016. Two months after they built their
house and finalised the deed for their property, Hayet
Gerbi said they were informed by the authorities that
their land was to be confiscated as heritage. 

“The municipality had installed electricity here, we
have running water,” she noted, showing an INP-
stamped document granting the previous owner permis-
sion to install electricity in 2010. “I said, ‘If you want to
crush the house, crush me with it.’” The Gerbis and oth-
ers in the neighborhood are battling court cases over
their homes, but “permission to install electricity doesn’t
mean permission to build,” noted Achour, the INP con-
servationist. As for Sessi and his wife, they are now rent-
ing a studio in Mohamed Ali. Residents and civil society
activists see the demolitions in the Mohamed Ali neigh-
borhood as discrimination. “The demolitions only hap-
pen in this zone, where the poor are,” said Hechmi
Mohamed Salah, a 59-year-old Mohamed Ali resident.
Bayoudh, the mayor, denied that the clearing operation
focuses only on poorer areas. “We target the sites, not
the people - unfortunately the Roman Circus is in a poor
neighbourhood,” she said. 

The status of land in Carthage has been in flux over
the past few decades. Before the country’s revolution
in 2011, some parts of the area were declassified to
benefit those close to former dictator Zine El-Abidine
Ben Ali so they could sell the land and build luxury
properties, explained Khanoussi of the INP. After Ben
Ali’s ousting, many of these sites were reclassified;
some building projects were halted, while others con-
tinued illegally. Most of the building on the Circus site
- which was never declassified under Ben Ali - took
place after 2011, in the chaotic period following the
revolution, said Moez Achour, a Carthage conserva-
tionist with the INP.  — Reuters

At Olifantsvlei cemetery on the outskirts of southern
Johannesburg, undertakers clad in white plastic
overalls, boots and face masks take on a grim task:

mass pauper burials. They are burying 46 bodies that have
been lying in public morgues, unidentified and unclaimed,
for up to three months. It is a task undertaken every month
- the numbers are often higher. The routine is a somber
reminder of South Africa’s perennial failure to identify
many corpses. 

At the busiest mortuaries in Johannesburg, one in every
10 bodies is unidentified. As each flimsy coffin is pulled off
a refrigerated truck, one undertaker reads aloud an identity
number inscribed on top while another ticks off the number
on a sheet of paper to confirm it has been buried. The only
other marker on each coffin is a basic description of the
body by gender and skin color, nothing more detailed than
“black adult female” or “white male adult” for example.

Without any ceremony, the coffins are hastily put into
freshly-dug graves, three-metre deep, with three or four
stacked in each hole. South Africa is feeling the strain from
having to deal with hundreds of unidentified cadavers,
with the most populous province of Gauteng reporting an
average of 1,000 each year. “It’s incredibly high - 1,000
people being unidentified in just one province,” said pro-
fessor Jeanine Vellema, head of forensic pathology at
Johannesburg’s Wits University who is also in charge of
Gauteng’s 11 public morgues.

Forensic hunt for clues 
Most of the unidentified bodies at the morgues are

thought to be undocumented migrants. Millions of African
migrants pour into South Africa, the continent’s most
advanced economy, in search of greener pastures. “The
facility with the highest percentage is Johannesburg
because of the migrant and immigrant population,” said
Vellema. A team of volunteer forensic practitioners from
the Wits medical school dedicate two days a week to
looking for clues to identify the bodies.

At the largest and busiest morgue in Johannesburg’s
Hillbrow area, they pull out a body from the cold room and
place it on a gurney as blood drips on the floor. It is
wheeled into an examination room for hours of meticulous
data collection, piecing together evidence such as finger-
prints, dental patterns, tattoos, tribal marks or any distinc-
tive scars.

But for undocumented foreigners, the data is hard to
match with any official paperwork. Despite the challenges,
the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
helps South Africa to match data with individuals reported
missing from neighboring countries such as Zimbabwe or
Mozambique. “An unidentified body doesn’t really tell us
anything about their origin,” said Stephen Fonseca, a
forensic expert with the ICRC. “The authorities are over-
whelmed... There is only so much space in the mortuary to
hold the remains. It’s really tough for them to manage
these volumes.”

About 40 percent of the 16 or so bodies handled at the
Hillbrow mortuary a month are positively identified,
according to Trisha-Jean Mahon, a forensic practitioner.
“It’s a very good success rate. When we initiated our proj-

ect, we were under the impression that we would probably
get none,” said Mahon.

Lost relatives 
Many of the bodies are accident or murder victims,

found with no identity or fake identities, in a country with
one of the world’s highest murder rates, at 57 per day. No-
one knows how many of the millions of migrants in South
Africa are illegal or exactly where they hail from. “It’s a
massive continent and we work with the authorities to
develop very pragmatic ways to link these unidentified
bodies to individual families,” said Fonseca. 

Scientists are also examining ways to distinguish where
people come from through chemical “signatures” found in
a corpse, possibly linking them to food, drink or air from a
specific location. Far from Johannesburg, deep in South
Africa’s Mpumalanga province, a Zimbabwean family
makes a rare find of a migrant relative - 58-year-old
Sampinya Ndou - who left home 45 years ago, working as
a laborer on a farm.

But two other relatives, who also came to South Africa
in the 1970s, are still missing, despite the best efforts of
the ICRC. The two could be among the thousands already
buried as paupers. Ndou’s nephew, Samson, who had trav-
elled 700 km from Zimbabwe’s southern border village of
Dite in search of his long lost relatives, said that he
“expected anything... either dead or alive”. The two still
missing are Samson’s brother and another uncle. “One
can’t tell whether they are still alive or not. All that we can
do is wait,” he said. — AFP 

A forensic scientist inks the fingers of an unidentified body to take fingerprints that will later be used to create a more detailed database that police can use for future iden-
tification or relatives can search to find a loved one, on March 3, 2019 at the Johannesburg Morgue. — AFP 

Searching for lost lives in South Africa 

Uphold the rule of 
law, implement ‘One 
Country, Two Systems’
By Li Minggang
Ambassador of the China to Kuwait

Recently, many Kuwaiti friends have asked me what
happened in Hong Kong. For many Kuwaitis, Hong
Kong is one of the most familiar cities in China, for it

is well known as “the Pearl of the Orient” with good social
order and economic freedom, a fashion capital and a
shopping paradise. However, the recent riots in Hong Kong
have shocked and worried many people. What happened
in Hong Kong? I would like to take this opportunity to
introduce the current situation to my Kuwaiti friends.

The incident stemmed from a simple criminal case. A
Hong Kong resident was suspected of murder in Taiwan,
and fleeing back to Hong Kong. Since the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) government has
no jurisdiction over the case, and it has no effective legal
arrangement for juridical assistance regarding fugitive
transfers or criminal matters with jurisdictions in the
mainland, Macau and Taiwan, in order to transfer the
murder suspect to Taiwan for trial, the HKSAR govern-
ment proposed to amend the Fugitive Offenders
Ordinance and Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal
Matters Ordinance, allowing it to cooperate with the
mainland, Macau and Taiwan on extraditing criminal sus-
pects and fugitives in individual cases through a special
arrangement. This would be helpful in handling the afore-
mentioned case, and would close an existing legal loop-
hole to jointly combat crime, and uphold law and justice.

Unfortunately, due to insufficient knowledge about the
mainland’s situation and its legal and judicial systems,
some Hong Kong residents had doubts about the HKSAR
government’s decision on amending the ordinances, and

some individuals organized various protests over the
amendments. As to the peaceful protests, the HKSAR
government exercised law-based governance and post-
poned work on the amendments, and the HKSAR police
have granted approval and provided protection in accor-
dance with the law. However, some Hong Kong opposi-
tion parties and radical violent elements, under the pre-
text of anti-amendment, misled good citizens, deliberate-
ly created violent incidents, blocked the building of the
Liaison Office, defaced the national emblem, besieged
police stations, beat police officers, insulted the national
flag, and even shouted the slogan of “Hong Kong inde-
pendence” during the illegal protests. These numerous
crimes have totally gone far beyond the proper scope of
peaceful demonstrations, severely sabotaged Hong
Kong’s overall situation of prosperity and stability, chal-
lenged Hong Kong’s rule of law and social order, threat-
ened the safety of Hong Kong residents’ life and proper-
ty, disproportionately affected Hong Kong’s rule of law,
social order, economic livelihood and its international
image, and crossed the bottom line of the “One Country,
Two Systems”, which are absolutely intolerable.

Regarding the principle of “One Country, Two
Systems”, I would like to make clear that this is a com-
plete concept and an integrated set of guidelines and
policies. “One Country” is like the roots of a tree.
Implementing the principle in Hong Kong and Macau, we
should never hit the three bottom lines: Any attempt to
endanger national sovereignty and security is absolutely
impermissible, any attempt to challenge the power of the
central government and the authority of the Basic Law of
the HKSAR is absolutely impermissible, and any attempt
to use Hong Kong to carry out infiltration and sabotage
activities against the mainland is absolutely impermissible. 

Recently, some politicians in the United States, Britain
and other Western countries deliberately confused
peaceful demonstrations and violent crimes, adopted
double standards and “selective blindness”, turned a
blind eye to the criminal acts of the mob, confounded
right and wrong, blamed the police for their law enforce-
ment; there are even signs of manipulation behind the
scene. Their ulterior motives are to disrupt Hong Kong,

change Hong Kong into a troublesome sore for China and
in turn constrain China’s development. These attempts
will get them nowhere. The ill-intentioned forces have
overlooked a fact, that is, Hong Kong is part of China, and
its affairs are of domestic concern alone. The Chinese
government will never allow any foreign forces to inter-
fere in Hong Kong’s affairs, nor will allow them to mess
up Hong Kong.

The rule of law is the core value that Hong Kong peo-
ple take pride in, a foundation for a favorable business
environment, and an important cornerstone for prosperi-
ty and stability. Once the rule of law is undermined, Hong
Kong cannot retain its prosperity and stability. On 10th
August 2019, more than 700 prominent individuals from
various sectors in Hong Kong called upon: “Hong Kong
cannot be in chaos anymore!” through a jointly-signed
open letter, reflecting sincere aspirations of Hong Kong
residents to combat violence, uphold the rule of law and
ensure the prosperity and stability of Hong Kong.

The central government will continue unswervingly
stick to and implement the policy of “One Country, Two
Systems”, firmly support the HKSAR government to
exercise law-based governance, and firmly support the
HKSAR police in meting out punishment to violent crimi-
nals according to the law, in order to maintain peace,
security and stability in Hong Kong. We believe that with
the full support of the central government and the main-
land, and under the leadership of HKSAR government,
Hong Kong compatriots will surely be able to administer,
develop and manage Hong Kong well. Hong Kong will
assuredly overcome all difficulties and challenges on its
way forward. The ship of “One Country, Two Systems”
will sail far and steady despite winds and storms.

China and Kuwait have established strategic partner-
ship, and the peoples of our two countries are close
friends and dear brothers. We believe that the Kuwaiti
people can feel the same way, and will continuingly
adhere to the objective and fair position, identify the
facts and truth, understand and support China’s determi-
nation and efforts to preserve its sovereignty and dignity,
and uphold the principle of “One Country, Two Systems”
and the rule of law.

Fossil fuels? 
Plastic? Trump 
says more is better 

US President Donald Trump has seen the future and
it is oil. And plastic. Where most environmental sci-
entists and most US allies fear that overuse of fossil

fuels is driving the planet into crisis, the US president spies
only opportunity. In a speech on Tuesday to hundreds of
workers building a new Shell petrochemical factory near
Pittsburgh, Trump did not bother paying even lip service
to environmental concerns. He just wanted to make clear
that America is winning. “We’re the number one energy
producer and I’m so proud of that,” he said.

Already, the United States has won “independence”
from the former Middle Eastern guardians of the oil spig-
ots, Trump said. Next up? “Dominance.” Trump said that
his priority on entering office had been to halt “the war on
energy”. Ending “the far left’s energy nightmare” is at the
core of his presidency, he said. The crowd, comprised

mostly of men in high-visibility safety vests and work
boots, cheered.

Fantastic plastic 
The Shell Pennsylvania Petrochemicals Complex will

make manufacturing-grade plastic out of liquid natural gas
extracted through fracking from the Marcellus Shale
deposit. The facility, a huge web of pipes and half-con-
structed buildings, is a symbol of Trump’s aggressive pro-
fossil fuel agenda - and a powerful statement to his work-
ing-class voters that he meant business when he promised
to restore the US manufacturing base. Pennsylvania is a
particularly important target: The state will be one of the
vital pieces in the 2020 presidential election puzzle and
Trump is struggling. 

But plastic? The material, once celebrated as a near-
miraculous byproduct of hydrocarbons, is increasingly
seen as a scourge, clogging up rivers, circulating forever in
the seas, invading the food chain, and showing up every-
where from the deepest ocean to the seemingly pristine
Arctic. All that, Trump says, is someone else’s fault. “It’s not
our plastic. It’s plastics that’s floating over in the ocean,”
Trump told reporters on the way to the Shell plant.
“Plastics are fine, but you have to know what to do with

them. But other countries are not taking care of their plas-
tic use and they haven’t for a long time.”

Breaking it up 
Trump’s focus on old-school heavy manufacturing and

fossil fuel energy production goes far beyond just visiting
the occasional new factory. He has sought to rewrite strict
environmental protection rules that he referred to on
Tuesday as “horror stories”. Trump gleefully told the
crowd that his Environmental Protection Agency chief,
Andrew Wheeler, “knows how to break it up.”

Breaking it up means the Trump administration’s dis-
mantling of regulations put in place by his predecessor
Barack Obama, including the Clean Power Plan, which
sought reduced greenhouse gas emissions from power
plants. As he mentioned in his speech, Trump has also
pushed to open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, a
remote and beautiful area of Alaska, to oil drilling. One of
his first acts as president was on an even bigger scale:
Pulling the United States out of the 2015 Paris Climate
Agreement, which aims to unite the planet in a joint push
to reduce carbon emissions. Without US participation, the
massively ambitious plan lacks both the world’s biggest
economy and most active leader. — AFP


