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News in brief

2 monks sentenced to death 

CAIRO: An Egyptian court yesterday sentenced two
monks to death over the murder of a bishop, a judicial
source said, in a case that shocked the Middle East’s
largest Christian community. Coptic Bishop Epiphanius
was found dead with a head wound in July at the Saint
Macarius monastery in the plains of Wadi Al-Natrun,
northwest of Cairo. Prosecutors said one of the monks
Isaiah confessed to striking the abbot with a metal bar as
the second monk Philotheos kept watch. The authorities
blamed the killing on unspecified “differences” between
the two monks, one of whom was later defrocked, and the
bishop.  The sentence against the two monks was referred
to Egypt’s Grand Mufti. The country’s top theological
authority is required by law to give its legally non-binding
opinion in cases of capital punishment. —AFP 

40 guns for ‘personal protection’?

BEIRUT: A Lebanese lawmaker said yesterday he had
received 40 Swiss guns for his “personal protection” after
Switzerland said some of them had gone missing and sus-
pended arms deliveries to Lebanon. “We are surprised by
the fuss in the media... and we confirm they are in the
possession of MP Ghazi Zeaiter’s escort,” his office said in
a statement carried by Lebanon’s official NNA news
agency. Zeaiter, a former agriculture minister and deputy
with the Shiite movement Amal for the Bekaa Valley in
eastern Lebanon, bordering war-devastated Syria, said
they were purchased for his “personal protection”. Swiss
authorities announced the suspension of arms sale to
Lebanon on Thursday because three quarters of a con-
signment of 40 guns had gone missing and an inspection
mission been unable to account for them.  —AFP  

Acid truck spill kills 20 

KINSHASA: About 20 people died on Wednesday when
a truck carrying acid to Glencore’s Mutanda Mine in
Democratic Republic of Congo collided with two other
vehicles, Glencore said yesterday. The accident occurred
in the evening about 50 kilometers from the copper and
cobalt mine in the southeast of the country. The truck
was owned by a logistics company contracted by the
mine, Glencore said, without giving its name or any other
details on whether those who died were all workers at its
mine. It said in an emailed statement to queries from
Reuters that it “will continue to work with the logistics
company and relevant government agencies, including
the emergency services to provide support”. —Reuters 

Apps send intimate data 

SAN FRANCISCO: A news report Friday said many
smartphone apps were sending highly personal informa-
tion such as menstrual cycles and body weight to
Facebook, without notifying users. The Wall Street
Journal report based on its own in-house tests showed
that intimate data could be shared with Facebook using a
tool designed to help target ads, even if app users were
not members of the leading social network. Information
collected by apps included personal details regarding
body weight, pregnancy status, ovulation, and home
shopping, according to the Journal. Facebook said data
sharing across apps on iPhones or Android-powered
devices is standard industry practice when it comes to
how mobile advertising works. —AFP

CUCUTA: Venezuela braced for a showdown between
the military and regime opponents at the Colombian
border yesterday as self-declared acting president Juan
Guaido vowed humanitarian aid would enter his coun-
try despite a blockade. Socialist leader Nicolas Maduro
has vowed not to allow in the aid, which he’s dismissed
as a show and pretext for a US invasion. Humanitarian
aid has become the centerpiece of the stand-off
between Maduro and Guaido, the 35-year-old leader of
Venezuela’s National Assembly who declared himself
interim president exactly one month ago. 

Guaido has accused Maduro of rigging his re-elec-
tion and is demanding a new vote. Venezuela is
gripped by a humanitarian crisis that has seen poverty
soar during years of recession. As many as 300,000
Venezuelans are in dire need
of food and medicine after
years of shortages and mal-
nutrition, according to
Guaido. United Nations fig-
ures show that some 2.7 mil-
lion people have fled
Venezuela since 2015 amid
the crisis, and some 5,000
Venezuelans emigrate from
their country each day.

On the eve of the face-off
Guaido defied a government
ban on leaving the country and attended the
“Venezuela Live Aid” concert organized by British bil-
lionaire Richard Branson just over the border in
Colombia. The concert is aimed at raising funds to help
the relief effort. Guaido sensationally claimed that the
Venezuelan military, whose high command has repeat-
edly declared absolute loyalty to Maduro, “participated
in this process” to get him into Colombia.

Hours later, Caracas said it had closed much of the
Colombian border, citing threats to Venezuela’s securi-
ty. Guaido said that aid would come in regardless of
any military blockade. His supporters plan to drive the
aid from Colombia into Venezuela at the closed border
crossings supported by a flood of volunteers and
accompanied by Catholic priests in an attempt to avoid
arrest. Colombia and Venezuela share a 2,200 kilometer

(1,370 mile) long border, and trucks carrying aid could
also drive across some of the countless illegal dirt roads
that link the two countries across the porous border.

Two killed
On Friday the tense stand-off turned deadly when

two people were killed and 15 wounded as they tried to
prevent Venezuelan troops from blocking an entry
point on the Brazilian border. “An indigenous woman
and her husband were killed and at least 15 other mem-
bers of the Pemon indigenous community were
injured,” said a local human rights group, Kape Kape.
The clash occurred in southeastern Bolivar state close
to the border with Brazil, which Maduro ordered closed
on Thursday. Guaido called on the military to arrest

those responsible for the
killings, “or you will be
responsible.” “It wasn’t a
clash, it was an attack,” said
Salomon Perez, who accom-
panied a brother and two
nieces suffering from gunshot
wounds by ambulance to a
hospital in Brazil.

UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres urged
Venezuelan authorities to
refrain from using lethal force

against protesters. The United States “strongly con-
demns the Venezuelan military’s use of force against
unarmed civilians and innocent volunteers” on the bor-
der with Brazil, the White House said. “The world is
watching,” the statement added. Early yesterday two
large trucks carrying eight tons of emergency aid left
Boa Vista in Brazil en route to the Venezuelan border.
The vehicles are driven by Venezuelans and escorted
by Brazilian police, organizers said.

Battle of the bands 
The “Venezuela Live Aid” concert, which featured

some of the biggest names in Spanish-language music,
was broadcast live online. Branson said he hopes to
raise $100 million for humanitarian aid over the next 60
days via internet donations. Meanwhile aid is being

stockpiled in Colombia, Brazil and the Caribbean island
of Curacao because of Maduro’s ban. Guaido rallied his
supporters when he showed up at the concert on Friday
joined by Colombian President Ivan Duque, Chile’s
Sebastian Pinera and Mario Abdo of Paraguay. The
leaders greeted the crowd before the concert ended.

Maduro’s rival concert, decidedly smaller and featur-
ing Cuban and local artists, began hours later nearby on
the Venezuelan side of the border in Urena.  Performers
took to the stage against a giant backdrop emblazoned
with the words “#Trump Hands off Venezuela,” with
around 2,500 people in attendance. “We don’t want to
be interfered with, we don’t want to be invaded,” said
Johana Suarez. Maduro said the event would last until

today. Maduro, who has support from China, Russia
and the military high command, accuses the United
States of plotting a military intervention.

Moscow has blasted Washington for using aid as a
“convenient pretext for conducting military action.” US
special representative Elliott Abrams kept up the for-
eign pressure on Friday when he joined a Cucuta-
bound plane carrying medical supplies and food. Peter
Hernandez, a former Bolivarian National Guard member
who fled Venezuela nine months ago and settled in
Cucuta, told AFP that he was urging his ex-comrades
“to think about your families, because that aid is... for
everyone, and the Venezuelan people these days have
great needs.” —AFP

Venezuela opposition confronts border troops

Venezuela in aid showdown; 
Guaido claims military help

CUCUTA: Two Venezuelan soldiers lie on the ground as they are detained by Colombian police after
driving into Colombia in an armor car from the Venezuelan side of Simon Bolivar International bridge
yesterday. —AFP

Forced to beg, 
Senegal’s ‘talibes’ 
face abuse and 
exploitation 
SAINT-LOUIS: An eight-year-old boy fled
his Quranic school in Saint-Louis, Senegal
this month after he said a teacher threat-
ened to beat him for not earning enough
money begging on the street. Hours later,
alone in the corner of a low-lit bus station,
he was raped by a teenager. The child,
whose name is not disclosed for privacy
reasons, was rescued mid-assault by a local
non-profit called Maison de la Gare that
patrols Saint-Louis at night battling what
has become a deep-rooted problem in
Senegalese cities: thousands of young boys
sent to religious schools end up begging on
the streets, or worse.

“These things are still shocking, even
when it is the tenth or fifteenth time you see
them,” said Maison de la Gare’s founder, Issa
Kouyate, referring to the boy’s case. A
Reuters witness also saw the rape before it
was stopped. Teachers from the school the
boy fled declined repeated requests for com-
ment. His parents were not reachable.

Kouyate said that he was making
inquiries about the background of the
teenager who committed the rape, and will
then report him to the police. On Thursday,
Saint-Louis police said in response to a
phone call from Reuters seeking comment
that the appropriate officer for such a case
was not available to speak. On Friday,

Reuters calls to the police station went
unanswered. Families across Senegal have
long enrolled their children in schools called
daaras to learn Islamic scripture and build
character. Historically, part of that teaching
included begging for food to instill humility.

Many daaras are free from problems of
abuse. Success in a daara and strong
knowledge of the Quran can lead to a pres-
tigious position as an Imam or a Quranic
teacher, known as a marabout. Many par-
ents, often far away back home, are
unaware of the risks some children face in
the process, said Mamadou Gueye, 57, who
works with abused children in Saint-Louis.
In recent decades, some rights groups say
the school children, called talibes, have at
times been kept by marabouts in dire con-
ditions, forced to beg for money and beaten
if they do not come back with enough.
There are no safeguards for children who
escape and find themselves alone on the
streets, they say.

Learning karate
The ill-treatment of talibes was a

largely taboo subject in Senegal, but
awareness campaigns have slowly pro-
voked debate. President Macky Sall, who
touts himself as a modernizing president
with a series of large infrastructure proj-
ects to his name, in 2016 launched a plan
ordering the removal of children from the
streets and said those who force them to
beg would be jailed. About 300 hundred
were helped by the program in 2018, gov-
ernment figures show. “These are our chil-
dren, and we are trying to involve every-
one in protecting them,” said Alioune Sarr,
head of Child Protection in the

Senegalese government. The government
has set up a free hotline to report cases of
child abuse, he said. The issue has come
into focus ahead of Sunday’s presidential
election. Two of the five candidates,
Ousmane Sonko and Issa Sall, said their
programs include measures to regulate
the daaras system and end child begging.

Human Rights Watch says over
100,000 children are still sent out to beg.
In Saint-Louis, as in the capital Dakar,
groups of children weave through traffic
asking for money, wearing shorts and
ragged football shirts bearing the names
of their millionaire heroes. At Maison de la
Gare, talibes can eat a sandwich, shower,

wash their clothes and receive first aid
assistance. There are opportunities to
learn English and play sport.

“I’m learning karate so I can defend
myself,” said eight-year-old Demba, who
said he was once forced by a teacher to
stay out all night and beg for money, only
to be robbed by a drunk man at 6 am. He
did not give the name of the marabout, or
the school. After being away from home,
Demba expressed mixed feelings about
the family that sent him to the school in
the first place. “I no longer feel any-
thing towards my parents,” Demba said.
“I don’t even know if I’m angry at them
or not.” —Reuters

PIKINE, Senegal: A masked man performs a dance as supporters of Senegal’s
presidential candidate Madicke Niang attend a rally in The Alassane Djigo
Stadium in Pikine. —AFP

Accused of bullying 
staff, Amnesty top 
brass offers to quit
NEW YORK:  Apologizing for a workplace
climate of bullying, harassment and public
humiliation, top officials at the influential
rights group Amnesty International offered to
resign in a letter made public on Friday.
Working conditions at Amnesty were
exposed in a review, launched after the sui-
cides of two staff members last year, that
found “organizational culture and manage-
ment failures” were the root cause of deep
staff unhappiness. The poor management
compounded job pressures for the Amnesty
staff of about 2,500 who routinely work on
cases of detentions, disappearances, killings,
torture and other human rights abuses
around the world, an external review found.

Amnesty’s senior leadership team members
wrote in their letter that they “take shared
responsibility for the climate of tension and
mistrust.” “Whilst it was never our intention to
inflict pain on anyone, we must accept that this
did unfortunately occur,” they said in the letter
dated Feb. 21, 2019. “Everyone of us is ready to
step aside.” The head of Amnesty, Secretary-

General Kumi Naidoo, said he may not accept
all the resignation offers but that his priority is
to rebuild trust. “These are dangerous times,
and Amnesty is needed now more than ever,”
he wrote in an emailed statement on Friday.

The scathing 56-page external review cit-
ed a “disconcerting” number of incidences of
bullying, racism and sexism and multiple cases
of managers belittling and publicly humiliating
staff and making “demeaning, menacing”, pro-
fanity-filled comments. Poor handling of an
effort to decentralize the organization from its
London base and put staff in high-risk regions
put workers’ lives in unnecessary turmoil, the
review, revealed late last month, said.
Triggering the review were the deaths of
Gaetan Mootoo, a 30-year Amnesty veteran
who killed himself in Paris in May 2018, leaving
a note citing work pressures, and Rosalind
McGregor, a 28-year-old intern in Geneva
who killed herself in July 2018.

Efforts by the organization to address its
problems have been “ad hoc, reactive, and
inconsistent,” the report said, and the senior
leadership team was described by staff as
out-of-touch, incompetent and callous. The
leadership team members signing the letter
were the senior directors of research, the
secretary-general’s office, global fundrais-
ing, global operations, people and services,
law and policy and campaigns and commu-
nications. —Reuters

Chagos Islands:
International 
dispute and
human drama
PARIS: Britain separated the Chagos Islands
from its colony Mauritius more than 50 years
ago, expelling the entire population to make
way for a strategic US military base. Britain’s
1965 acquisition of the remote Indian Ocean
archipelago of about 55 islands has been dis-
puted ever since, with Mauritius demanding its
return. As the UN’s International Court of
Justice (ICJ) prepares to give a legal opinion
on the long-running case on Monday, here is
some background.

Indian Ocean colony
Located several hundred kilometers (miles)

south of the Maldives, the Chagos Islands were
colonized by France in the 18th century and
African slaves shipped in to cultivate coconuts
and copra. In 1814 France was made to cede
the islands to Britain, which in 1903 merged
them with Mauritius, its colony around 2,000
kilometers to the southwest. After the abolition
of slavery in 1834, Indian workers arrived and

mixed with the first settlers. Only three of the
islands were inhabited: Diego Garcia, Salomon
and Peros Banhos.

Mass eviction 
In 1965 Britain separated the Chagos

islands from the rest of Mauritius, then a semi-
autonomous British territory and eyeing inde-
pendence, paying three million pounds for
them. When Mauritius became independent
three years later, the islands remained under
British control, renamed the British Indian
Ocean Territory (BIOT). In 1966 Britain leased
the islands to the United States for 50 years so
that it could set up a military base. In 2016 the
deal was extended to 2036.  Between 1968 and
1973 around 2,000 Chagos islanders were
evicted, described in a British diplomatic cable
at the time as the removal of “some few
Tarzans and Man Fridays”. Most were shipped
to Mauritius and the Seychelles. Mauritius
argues it was illegal for Britain to break up its
territory. It claims sovereignty over the archi-
pelago and demands the right to resettle for-
mer residents.

Strategic military base 
The US military base on Diego Garcia, the

largest island, became of major strategic
importance during the Cold War. It offered
proximity to Asia as an assertive Soviet navy
was extending communist influence in the
Indian Ocean. —AFP

Venezuela
gripped by 

humanitarian
crisis


