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Aegean 
volunteers battle
to turn plastic
waste tide 
ZAKYNTHOS, Greece: Dressed in
her protective wetsuit and scuba
gear, Antigone Kouteri jumps into the
murky waters of Zakynthos harbor in
search of plastics - and promptly
snags her arm on a submerged
object. “It was a tyre,” offers her
patrol mate Efthymis, coming up with
a discarded beer bottle. “My treat!”
he j ibes. The Ionian is land of
Zakynthos is one of Greece’s most
pristine travel destinations, renowned
for its azure waters and fabulous
beaches, an environment clean
enough to be a major Mediterranean
nesting ground sought out by logger-
head sea turtles.

But even here, plastic pollution
poses a grave threat to wildl i fe.
Kouteri is one of nearly a dozen vol-
unteers from Aegean Rebreath, a
Greek organization formed in 2017 to
protect Aegean biodiversity from
waste. Within three hours, the team
has collected four tyres, two shop-
ping carts, a street lamp, metal boxes,
plastic bags, dozens of plastic bottles
and several kilometres of fishing line.

“Marine litter is a global issue, so
it is (present) in Greece. More than
70 percent of marine litter is plastic
in Greece,” says Katerina Tsagari, a
biologist at the Hellenic Centre for
Marine Research near Athens.
Tsagari says her team has found lit-
ter, most of it plastic, in about 75
percent of loggerhead sea turtles
tested.  Overall , they have found

plastic ingestion in between 20 and
45 percent of the species tested,
which include fish and mussels.

With a coastline of some 14,000
km, one of the longest in the south-
eastern Mediterranean, Greece
attracts tens of millions of tourists
every year. It’s a regional problem.
The Mediterranean, a partly closed
sea, accumulates 570,000 tons of
plastic annually from surrounding
countries, according to the World
Wildlife Fund. WWF has reported
that Greece produces 700,000 tons
of plastic per year, or 68 kilos per
capita. Out of that, 11,500 tons end
up in the sea, it said.

‘Junkyard’ beneath the waves 
“There is a junkyard beneath the

blue waters,” says Violetta Walczyk,
a Greek-Polish lawyer active with
Aegean Rebreath. On the Cycladic
island of Andros, mounds of waste

from a 2011 hilltop landfill collapse
are still to be found in the sea below.
In its two years of operation, Aegean
Rebreath has amassed 9,000 plastic
water bottles, 3,6 tons of fishing net
and 289 tyres . The government
readily admits that nearly 40 tons of
plastic waste end up in Greek seas
every day.

It recently started a campaign to
phase out single-use plastics such as
cups and straws - no small feat in a
country with a huge coffee-to-go
market. Speaking to AFP last month,
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis
said that marine protection was a
“key priority” for a country so
dependent on tourism. Greece con-
tinues to pay millions of euros in
fines to the European Commission
concerning the operation of illegal
landfills.

But recycling efforts are still basic.
Greece last year el iminated free

supermarket bags, long after other
European countries. “Recycling in
Greece is a joke,” snorts George
Sarelakos, the co-founder of Aegean
Rebreath. “Every municipality has its
own policy, there is no central strate-
gy,” he told AFP. 

George Triantafyllou, the HCMR’s
head of research, says the institute is
coordinating a European project,
Claim, across 13 EU countries in
addition to Tunisia and Lebanon to
eliminate microplastics. The project
includes developing photocatalytic
technology to accelerate the degra-
dation of microplastics in seas and
rivers, he notes. The HCMR has also
helped develop a floating litter-col-
lection barrier that is  currently
deployed at the mouth of Kifissos
river in Athens. “I believe everybody
should change habits. We don’t have
to use plastics in our everyday life,”
says George Triantaphyllidis. —AFP

ZAKYNTHOS, Greece: This handout picture taken in 2019 and released on Saturday shows volunteers collecting a rusted
shopping cart (right) and tyres (left) from the sea during an operation to protect Aegean biodiversity from waste on this
Ionian island. —AFP

Tunisians march 
against violence 
towards women 
TUNIS:  Several  hundred most ly
women protesters  ra l l ied in  the
Tunisian capital on Saturday against
violence targeting women, urg ing
author i t ies  to  act  to  ensure their
r igh t s .  Demons t ra to r s  marched
th rough  the  c i ty  cen te r,  wav ing
brooms to symbolize the sweeping
away of  v io lence against  women.
The march was called for by some
50  loca l  N GOs  i nc lud ing  the
Tunisian Association of Democratic
Women (ATFD).

Some protesters beat on drums and
others rapped on pans, chanting
“Solidarity with women victims of vio-
lence!” The march followed an incident
in October in which a newly elected
lawmaker was shown in a video that
purported to show him masturbating

outside a school. MP Zouheir Makhlouf
said he is diabetic and had been urinat-
ing into a bottle. He walked free after
being investigated for alleged sexual
harassment and public indecency.

The video went viral and sparked
Tunisia’s  own #MeToo movement,
with sex abuse vict ims breaking
taboos under the hashtag #EnaZeda.
It was inspired by the huge global
movement that emerged in 2017 in the
wake of sexual assault al legations
against  Hol lywood mogul  Harvey
Weinstein.

Demonstrators  carr ied posters
bearing slogans such as “Equality
between woman and man doesn’t kill,
violence kills”. “We want to see a real
mobilization by the authorities to end
all forms of violence against women
and to be firm with perpetrators of
such violence,” said protester Selma
Bhar. An awareness campaign about
sexual harassment on public transport
was launched in Tunisia at the end of
October.

A law was enacted in July 2017 out-

lawing sexual harassment in public
places and laying down a maximum
penalty of  a  year in  pr ison and a

3,000-dinar ($1,000) fine. But despite
this, few women in Tunisia file com-
plaints after such crimes. —AFP

Geingob: Namibia 
veteran extending 
his stint in power 
WINDHOEK: Namibia’s President Hage Geingob,
who was re-elected on Saturday, is still riding on
the legacy of his party’s role in the liberation
struggle almost three decades after the country’s
independence from South Africa. Before a single
vote was cast in Wednesday’s general election, the
78-year-old could be almost certain of securing a
second five-year term. A member of the SWAPO
party, which has governed Namibia since inde-
pendence in 1990, Geingob’s first term was over-
shadowed by a recession and graft allegations.  

He won 87 percent of votes in Namibia’s last
elections in 2014, more than the 76 percent his
predecessor Hifikepunye Pohamba garnered in
2009. Geingob has had to strike a precarious bal-
ance between reminding the country of his party’s
heroics and appealing to Namibia’s “born frees” -
which represent around a third of the voting pop-
ulation. The man who once lived in exile as a
SWAPO representative in Botswana and the
United States during South African rule, pledged
in his election campaign this time to eradicate
poverty by 2022. —AFP

VALLETTA: Malta’s prime minister convened an emer-
gency meeting yesterday as pressure mounted for him
to quit over his handling of the murder probe of jour-
nalist Daphne Caruana Galizia. The meeting came a day
after the main suspect in the 2017 car bomb killing,
tycoon Yorgen Fenech, was charged with complicity in
the murder and had his assets frozen by a court. The
investigation has rocked the southern Mediterranean
island and reached the highest rungs of politics.

Critics have accused Labour premier Joseph
Muscat, 45, of protecting those involved in Caruana
Galizia’s murder. The scandal has already claimed the
scalps of Muscat’s top aide Keith Schembri and two
ministers. Police sources said Fenech identified
Schembri as the “real mastermind” behind the killing.
Muscat’s departure date was likely to be the focus of
yesterday’s emergency meeting of ministers and MPs, a
senior Labour source told AFP.

“The prime minister has said from the outset that he
will leave no stone unturned to solve this despicable
murder under his watch and he delivered exactly that
with the arraignment of someone who is believed to
have commissioned the murder,” the source said. “His
exit has been on the cards for a while and he feels that
now is the best time to bow out and allow fresh blood
to take up on the extremely positive results delivered
by Joseph Muscat in the six years at the helm.”

On Saturday, party insiders told AFP that Muscat
would step down at the latest on Jan 18 when the
Labour Party is set to hold an election for his successor.
Caruana Galizia’s family and protesters have taken to
the streets and called for Muscat to resign. However, he
repeatedly insisted he would remain in power until the
case was “closed”.

‘One-woman Wikileaks’ 
Caruana Galizia, a popular journalist and blogger

described as a “one-woman WikiLeaks”, exposed
cronyism and sleaze within the country’s political and

business elite. She accused Schembri of corruption
along with tourism minister Konrad Mizzi and economy
minister Chris Cardona, all three of whom stepped
down last week. Leaked emails revealed in court indi-
cated that both Schembri and Mizzi stood to receive
payments from a Dubai company called 17 Black,
owned by Fenech.

The murder probe gained momentum following last
week’s arrest of the tycoon whose business interests
span the energy, casinos and tourism sectors. His
detention came after an alleged middleman in the mur-
der, taxi driver Melvin Theuma, was offered a pardon to
identify others who were involved. Schembri, Muscat’s
former chief of staff, was arrested Tuesday but his
release on Thursday sparked accusations of a cover-up.

Anti-government protesters were set to hold fresh
rallies outside the parliament in Valletta yesterday. A
Maltese court is expected to rule today on a request by
Fenech for the chief investigator in the case, Keith
Arnaud, to be removed, amid allegations he also had
close ties to Schembri and the prime minister.

Fenech, 38, who was until this month chief executive
of one of Malta’s largest companies, the property-to-
energy Tumas Group conglomerate, was taken to court
in handcuffs in a police van under a heavy armed police
escort almost two years to the day since three other
men were charged with having set off the bomb that
killed the journalist on Oct 16, 2017. The three have
pleaded not guilty and are still awaiting trial.

Dressed in a charcoal suit and dark glasses,
shaven-headed Fenech stood up to hear the charges
in a hushed courtroom less than a metre away from
the three sons of Caruana Galizia, who were also
joined in the courtroom by her husband Peter, her
parents, Michael and Rose Vella, and her sisters. With
music from a nearby bar drifting into the courtroom,
the businessman made no application for bail. Fenech
said when he spoke to journalists on Friday that the
“truth will come out” and, in court filings, he has

made clear he intends to implicate other key members
of Muscat’s government, in both the murder plot and
other corruption.

Sources briefed on the murder investigation told
Reuters that police regard Fenech as the mastermind
of the journalist’s killing. But, in court filings, Fenech
has tried to implicate Schembri, who was arrested
on Tuesday in connection with the murder but

released without charge two days later. Immediately
after the hearing, the family of Caruana Galizia
urged authorities to continue to probe into who else
was involved in the murder. The family said: “We
now expect the Prime Minister to leave office, and
parliament, with immediate effect to allow a free and
full investigation into his and Keith Schembri’s role
in Daphne’s assassination.” —Agencies 
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VALLETTA: People holding placards and photos of slain journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia stage a
protest called by Galizia’s family and civic movements on Nov 29, 2019 outside the office of the prime
minister. —AFP

TUNIS: Tunisian women carry placards and chant slogans as they rally against sex-
ual harassment in the capital on Saturday. —AFP


