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Police fire tear gas 
as protesters rally 
in Sudan capital
KHARTOUM: Police fired tear gas at
protesters in Sudan’s capital yesterday
ahead of a planned march on President
Omar Al-Bashir’s palace calling on him
to “step down” following deadly anti-
government protests. Crowds of men
and women chanting “freedom, peace
and justice” and “revolution is the peo-
ple’s choice” gathered in downtown
Khartoum, but they were quickly con-
fronted by anti-riot police, witnesses
told AFP.

Hundreds of policemen and security
forces deployed to key squares across
the capital in the early morning to pre-
vent the march. Bashir has told police to
abstain from using excessive force
against the demonstrators after 19 peo-
ple, including two security personnel,
were killed in clashes in the initial days
of demonstrations that erupted on
December 19. Angry protesters took the
streets after the government raised the
price of a loaf of bread from one

Sudanese pound to three (from about
two to six US cents).

Bread price protests quickly evolved
into anti-government rallies in Khartoum
and several other cities. Yesterday’s
march was called for by a group of pro-
fessionals including doctors, teachers and
engineers, after it organized a similar rally
on December 25. “We will march towards
the presidential palace calling for
President Omar Al-Bashir to step down,”
the Sudanese Professionals’ Association
said in a statement late Sunday.

Opposition groups and prominent
rebel chief Abdel Wahid Al-Nur from
war-torn Darfur have also urged their
supporters to participate in the march.
On Sunday, Bashir met top police offi-
cers in Khartoum and instructed them to
refrain from using excessive force
against demonstrators after the United
Nations called for an investigation into
the deaths and violence during the
demonstrations. “We want to maintain
security and we want the police to do
that by using less force,” Bashir said.

“We admit that we have economic
problems... but they can’t be solved by
destructions, lootings, and thefts,” Bashir
said, referring to the buildings and
offices of the president’s ruling party

torched by protesters in several cities
during the demonstrations. Sudan is fac-
ing an acute foreign exchange crisis and
soaring inflation despite Washington lift-
ing an economic embargo in October
2017. Inflation is running at 70 percent
and the Sudanese pound has plunged in

value, while shortages of bread and fuel
have regularly hit several cities. UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has
appealed “for calm and restraint” and
called on “the authorities to conduct a
thorough investigation into the deaths
and violence”. —AFP

4 dead, more
missing after
gas explosion 
hits Russia
high-rise
MOSCOW: Four people were killed and
nearly 70 unaccounted for after a gas explo-
sion tore through a residential building in
Russia yesterday, leaving hundreds without
a home in freezing temperatures on New
Year’s Eve. A large section of the building
collapsed after a gas explosion around 6am
local time at the high-rise in the industrial
city of Magnitogorsk, nearly 1,700 kilome-
ters east of Moscow in the Ural mountains.

Four people were confirmed dead and
another four, including two children, were
hospitalized, officials said, citing the latest
information. Sixteen people including seven
children have been evacuated. The where-
abouts of 28 people have been established
but the fate of nearly 70 was unclear.
National television said some 50 people
could be trapped under the rubble. National

television broadcast footage of rescue
workers combing through mangled heaps of
concrete and metal in temperatures of
minus 18 Celsius (minus 0.4 F). 

Temperatures in Magnitogorsk were
expected to plunge to minus 23 Celsius on
New Year’s night, the biggest holiday of the
year in Russia. Officials warned that two more
sections of the Soviet-era high-rise on Karl
Marx Street were in danger of collapsing.
Local resident Anna Koroleva told Echo of
Moscow radio that the explosion shattered
windows of nearby buildings. The Kremlin said
President Vladimir Putin had been “immediate-
ly notified of the tragedy in Magnitogorsk”.

‘Common tragedy’
Located in the mineral-rich southern

Ural region, Magnitogorsk, with a popula-
tion of more than 400,000 people, is home
to one of the country’s largest steel produc-
ers. The high-rise was built in 1973 and was
home to around 1,100 people. Residents
were evacuated to a nearby school.
Volunteers offered money, clothing and
essentials to the victims, and some said they
were ready to provide temporary shelter to
those in need.

Regional governor Boris Dubrovsky said
authorities planned to buy apartments for
people who had lost their homes. Staff from
the local Magnitogorsk Iron and Steel

Works (MMK), one of the country’s largest
steelmakers, took part in the rescue opera-
tion. Billionaire Viktor Rashnikov, who con-
trols the plant, called on city residents to
help the victims. “This is our common
tragedy and pain,” he said in a statement,
adding that MMK would provide financial
assistance to those in need.

Investigators opened a criminal probe
into the accident, with the FSB security
service confirming the blast had been the
result of a gas explosion. Such deadly gas
explosions are relatively common in Russia
where much of the infrastructure dates back
to the Soviet era and safety requirements
are often ignored. —AFP

MAGNITOGORSK: This handout picture shows emergency officers as they take part
in search and rescue operations after a gas explosion rocked a residential building
in Russia’s Urals city of Magnitogorsk. —AFP

Macron faces new 
embarrassment 
from ex-bodyguard
PARIS: Emmanuel Macron’s disgraced ex-bodyguard
said he continued to exchange messages regularly with
the French president even after he was forced out of
his job in July over a scandal. Alexandre Benalla caused
the most damaging controversy of Macron’s presiden-
cy after he was caught on video roughing up protest-
ers at a demonstration in May while wearing a police
helmet. And he was at the centre of more embarrassing
headlines for the embattled 41-year-old head of state
last week when it emerged he had retained his diplo-
matic passports even after losing his job. In an interview
with investigative website Mediapart, Benalla said
Sunday that he continued giving advice to Macron via
the Telegram messaging app, which the president uses
intensively. “We exchange messages on lots of different
subjects. It’s often like, ‘how do you see things’. It could
be about the ‘yellow vests’, the views on someone or
security issues,” Benalla said.

The 27-year-old former bouncer began working as
a bodyguard for Macron during his campaign for the
presidency in 2016 before being promoted to a senior
security role in the presidential palace in May 2017.
Benalla’s role and the ties between the two men have
been the focus of intense media scrutiny and the latest
comments undermine efforts by Macron to distance
himself publicly. The French president is to give a tele-
vised New Year’s address later on Monday evening at
8:00 pm (1900 GMT) — the same time as “yellow
vest” protesters have called for a new demonstration
on the Champs-Elysees in Paris.

The protest movement, which swelled up from rural
and small-town France in November, has waned in inten-
sity in recent weeks after Macron announced a series of
measures for low-income families. Benalla admitted visit-
ing around a dozen countries in recent months and he
said he always gave an account of his trips to the presi-
dent or his aides. He met with Chad’s President Idriss
Deby earlier in December, and Le Monde newspaper has
reported that he held talks with the Republic of Congo’s
President Denis Sassou-Nguesso, as well as top officials
in Cameroon. “I explain that I’ve seen so and so and what
was said. Afterwards they can do what they like with it,”
Benalla told Mediapart.

He added, however, that since the revelations about
his diplomatic passport emerged “the link has been cut”
with the presidency. Last Tuesday, the French presiden-
cy said that Benalla was “not an official or unofficial
emissary”. But Benalla denied suggestions from the for-
eign ministry that he had used his diplomatic passports
illegally, something which prosecutors are now examin-
ing. “If they don’t want me to use these passports, they
could deactivate them,” he said. “When you travel
abroad with a diplomatic passport, the French embassy
knows when you arrive,” he added.  —AFP

KINSHASA: The Democratic Republic of Congo yes-
terday began counting ballots from a presidential
election marked by delays and fears of violence and
vote-rigging, straining hopes for its first-ever peace-
ful transfer of power. Sunday’s elections went ahead
after two years of delays and sporadic clashes in the
unstable country, but the influential national confer-
ence of Catholic bishops declared the vote had been
“relatively calm.”

Among reported incidents, some electoral
observers were harassed and a clash took in the
restive eastern province of South Kivu that left four
people dead. The DRC has never had a peaceful tran-
sition of leader since it gained independence from
Belgium in 1960. Worries of a new spiral into violence
deepened after President Joseph Kabila, in power
since 2001, refused to quit two years ago when his
constitutionally-declared limit expired. Tension and
suspicion were further stoked by  repeated delays, a
bloody crackdown on anti-Kabila protests and accusa-
tions that electronic voting machines would help to rig
the result. But Kabila appeared on public television late
Sunday to congratulate the Congolese for having voted
“in peace and dignity”. 

Provisional results are due to be announced on
January 6, final results on January 15 and the new presi-
dent sworn in on January 18. From Kinshasa to Goma,
2,000 kilometers further east, polling stations already
put up first results on Monday morning. In Kisangani,
the country’s third-largest city, observers hired by the
political parties slept on the floor or on desks at a
polling station to keep their eye on the vote count, an
AFP reporter said. 

Meanwhile, a spokesman for Catholic Church
observers, who were present at 78 percent of polling
stations, said some had been forced to leave the voting
centers. “We had cases where our observers were
molested and violated,” Luc Lutala told AFP yesterday
morning. On Sunday evening, violence erupted at a

polling station in the Walungu area of South Kivu
province after an electoral official was accused of try-
ing to rig the vote in favour of Kabila’s preferred suc-
cessor, according to an opposition figure. The electoral
official was killed along with a policeman and two civil-
ians, said Vital Kamerhe, who has been campaigning for
Felix Tshisekedi.

Victory claims 
Kabila’s champion Emmanuel Ramazani Shadary

declared Sunday to Actualite.cd news site: “I’ll be
elected, I’ll be president.” Separately, Tshisekedi, one of
his biggest rivals and the head of a veteran opposition
party, UDPS, predicted: “Victory is ours.” However, the
scant opinion polls that have been conducted in the
diverse, sprawling country made Martin Fayulu — until
recently a little-known legislator and former oil execu-
tive — the clear favourite.

He garnered around 44 percent of voting intentions,
followed by Tshisekedi with 24 percent and Shadary
with 18 percent, said Jason Stearns of the Congo
Research Group, based at the Center on International
Cooperation at New York University. If the elections
are “free and fair,” an opposition candidate will almost
certainly win. However, “the potential for violence is
extremely high,” he warned.  Roughly half of survey
respondents said they would reject the result if Shadary
— a hardline former interior minister who is facing EU
sanctions for a crackdown on protesters — was
declared winner.

Voting hitches 
While turnout failed to reach 50 percent at some

polling stations, many voters said they were exhilarated
at taking part in the first elections after the nearly 18-
year Kabila era. But there was also much evidence of
organizational problems, including with the contested
voting machines. The vote for a new president took
place alongside legislative and municipal polls.

A country almost the size of continental western
Europe which straddles central Africa, the DRC is rich
in gold, uranium, copper, cobalt and other minerals.
Little of that wealth trickles down to the poor. Poverty,
corruption and government inertia are etched into the
country’s history, along with a reputation for violence.
In the last 22 years, it has twice been a battleground for
wars drawing in armies from central and southern
Africa. That legacy endures in eastern DRC, where mili-

tias control swathes of territory and battle over
resources, wantonly killing civilians.

Insecurity and an ongoing Ebola epidemic in part of
North Kivu province, and communal violence in Yumbi,
in the southwest, prompted the authorities to postpone
the elections there until March. Around 1.25 million
people in a national electoral roll of around 40 million
voters are affected. Despite this, elections in the rest of
the country went ahead. —AFP

‘We had cases where our observers were molested and violated’

Tense DR Congo counts 
vote in presidential poll

KINSHASA: Late voters check the voting list in a school in Kinshasa on December 30, 2018, during
Democratic Republic of Congo’s general elections. —AFP

KHARTOUM: Sudanese President Omar Al-Bashir arrives to meet with police offi-
cials at the headquarters of the “police house” in the capital. —AFP

Presidential campaign
starts in heavily 
conflicted Ukraine 
KIEV: Campaigning began for a key presidential vote in
Ukraine yesterday with President Petro Poroshenko facing
an uphill re-election battle among voters disillusioned with

corruption and the slow pace of reforms. Poroshenko, whose
government is locked in a conflict with Moscow-backed
insurgents in the industrial east, trails two-time ex-prime
minister Yulia Tymoshenko in the latest opinion polls.

Voting will take place on March 31, with a second round
three weeks later if no candidate takes more than 50 per-
cent. Poroshenko, a 53-year-old chocolate tycoon, sailed to
victory in a May 2014 election after a popular uprising oust-
ed the Moscow-backed regime of Viktor Yanukovich. He
promised to pivot the ex-Soviet country of nearly 45 million
people towards the West and has sought to push through

ambitious reforms. But critics say the economy is in tatters,
corruption is rampant and Poroshenko has done little to rein
in fellow oligarchs.

One poll this week showed 16.1 percent of expected vot-
ers planning to vote for Tymoshenko, ahead of Poroshenko
with 13.8 percent. After the 2014 uprising, Moscow annexed
Crimea and supported Russian-speaking separatists in
Ukraine’s east, in a conflict that has claimed the lives of more
than 10,000 people. The war has been a huge burden for the
country’s struggling economy, with Poroshenko forced to
rely on assistance from the West. This month the

International Monetary Fund confirmed it would give Kiev a
$4 billion, 14-month loan.

Poroshenko is widely expected to stand for re-elec-
tion even though he has not yet confirmed he is running.
His re-election chances looked even more bleak in
November when a Ukrainian comic and showman,
Volodymyr Zelensky, overtook him as the country’s sec-
ond-most-popular likely presidential candidate. But
Poroshenko’s popularity ratings increased after he over-
saw the creation of a Ukrainian Orthodox Church inde-
pendent of Moscow. —AFP


