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KHARTOUM: Supporters of Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir shout slogans as they gather during a rally for him in the Green Square in the capital Khartoum. — AFP 

KHARTOUM: Hundreds of people gathered in Sudan’s
capital yesterday in a show of support for President
Omar al-Bashir’s embattled regime, as riot police fired
tear gas at protesters at a rival anti-government demon-
stration. Hundreds of riot policemen, soldiers and secu-
rity agents, some carrying machine guns, were deployed
around the site of the pro-Bashir rally in the capital’s
Green Yard, a large open ground in the city, an AFP cor-
respondent reported.

Men, women and children carrying banners support-
ing Bashir arrived in buses from early in the morning.
The rally was the first held in Khartoum in support of
Bashir since protests erupted. “This gathering sends a
message to those who think that Sudan will become like
other countries that have been destroyed,” Bashir told a
cheering crowd. “We will stop anyone who destroys our
properties.”

In the initial protests that erupted on December 19 in
towns and villages before spreading to Khartoum, sev-
eral buildings of Bashir’s ruling National Congress Party
were torched. Angry demonstrators have taken to the

streets after a government decision to triple the price of
bread at a time when the country has been hit by an
acute shortage of foreign currency and inflation of 70
percent. Analysts have described the protests as the
biggest threat yet to Bashir’s regime.

Authorities say at least 19 people including two
security personnel have been killed during the demon-
strations, but human rights group Human Rights Watch
has put the death toll at 40 that included children.
Crowds chanting “Allahu Akbar” (God is greatest) and
“Yes, Yes Bashir we will follow you” welcomed the
president at the rally accompanied by his wife and a
group of ministers. As soon as Bashir arrived, mobile
phone networks and the internet were shut down in and
around the rally site.

“Those who tried to destroy Sudan ...put conditions
on us to solve our problems, but our dignity is more
than the price of dollars,” Bashir said in an apparent dig
at Washington that had imposed a trade embargo on
Khartoum in 1997. The embargo was lifted in October
2017. Sudanese officials including Bashir have regularly

blamed Washington’s embargo for the country’s eco-
nomic woes.

Dressed in a khaki shirt and trousers and waving his
trademark cane, a smiling Bashir greeted the cheering
crowd as men and women whistled and waved flags.
Bashir, who has ordered the police to use “less force” on
demonstrators, has blamed the violence during protests
on conspirators without naming them.

“Those who conspired against us and planted traitors
amongst us are those who carried out arson attacks and
caused damage,” he told a group of soldiers on Tuesday
at an army base in the town of Atbara where the first
protest erupted last month. “Some people are saying
that the army is taking power,” Bashir said, slamming
some political groups who previously were with the
government but have now called for his resignation.

“I have no problem with that, because the army
always guards the security of our homeland,” he said
without offering further details. Soon after the pro-
Bashir rally ended, groups of protesters took to the
street in Omdurman, the twin city of Khartoum, for a

yet another anti-government demonstration. About 300
protesters chanting “Freedom, Peace and Justice”
blocked a key road in Omdurman, but were quickly
confronted with tear gas as riot police moved in to dis-
perse them.

More than 800 protesters have been arrested since
the unrest began, officials say, insisting that the situation
has now stabilized even as protests rumble on.
Opposition leaders, activists and journalists have been
detained as part of a crackdown to prevent protests
spreading. Britain, Canada, Norway and the United
States reiterated their concern over the situation in
Sudan in a joint statement issued Tuesday.

“We urge the government of Sudan to ensure that a
fully transparent and independent investigation into the
deaths of protesters takes place as soon as possible, and
that those responsible are held to account,” the state-
ment said. It also called on Khartoum to release all those
detained without charge, warning that the government’s
action in the issue “will have an impact” on engagements
with the governments of the four countries. —AFP 

Crowds back Bashir at Sudan rally 
Police fire tear gas at rival anti-govt demonstration 

India parliament
to OK jobs
quota for less
well-off 
NEW DELHI: India’s parliament will pass
a landmark bill reserving 10 percent of gov-
ernment jobs for the less well-off, a move
criticized by some political analysts as a
pre-election “gimmick” amid high unem-
ployment rates in the country. Joblessness
in the world’s second most populous coun-
try shot up to a 15-month high last month,
data from independent think-tank the
Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy
(CMIE) showed, underlining the biggest
challenge to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s bid to retain power in a general
election due by May.

The data also showed that India lost as
many as 11 million jobs last year with
around 83 percent in rural areas, as opera-
tional costs surged for small businesses
since the launch of a national sales tax in
2017 and an earlier ban on high value cur-

rency notes. Under the bill to amend the
constitution, floated by Modi’s party days
after losing power in three heartland states
and ahead of a national election, recipients
must be classed as “economically weak”.
Only people with an annual income below
800,000 rupees ($11,354) and owning few-
er than five acres of land will be eligible.

The lower house of parliament has
already passed the bill while almost all polit-
ical parties have voiced their support for it
in the upper house, meaning its approval
was a formality. India already has job and
education quotas for socially backward
classes but this is the first time upper caste
Hindus and people from other religions will
benefit from any affirmative action. 

“There is no food but every hungry man
is handed an empty plate, that’s what Modi
government is doing with the youth of
India,” Shahid Siddiqui, a political analyst
and a former lawmaker, said on Twitter.
“There are no jobs, but 10 percent reserva-
tion in the line of unemployed.”

Derek O’Brien, a lawmaker from the
opposition All India Trinamool Congress,
said the bill was “an acknowledgement of
guilt, that we haven’t created any jobs in last
four and a half years”. But Modi said the bill
“sets into motion the process to achieve an
effective measure that ensures justice for all
sections of society”. — Reuters

Macedonia kicks
off fraught debate
on controversial
name change
SKOPJE: Macedonian lawmakers prepared yesterday to debate
a motion to change their country’s name to settle a decades-long
dispute with Greece and open the way to NATO and EU mem-
bership. The switch to “the Republic of North Macedonia” is far
from assured as it entails four constitutional amendments and
requires the support of two-thirds of the 120-member parliament.

The Social Democrat-led ruling coalition does not itself have
those numbers, but a top party official said they had “secured 80
or more of the votes” needed to approve the name change. “We
expect that vote will take place Friday,” Aleksandar Kiracovski
told journalists. If the change does go through, Athens has prom-
ised to lift its veto on Skopje’s attempts to join NATO and the
European Union.

Greece has blocked that path since Macedonia broke away
from the former Yugoslavia in 1991 because, it says, the name
Macedonia should apply solely to its own northern province. For
the Greeks, Macedonia evokes national pride as the cradle of
Alexander the Great’s ancient empire, a heritage that they guard
jealously. The start of the parliamentary session was delayed to
Wednesday afternoon for procedural reasons.

Some 200 Macedonian nationalists opposed to the name
change as a surrender to Greek pressure staged a peaceful protest
outside parliament, rallied by a nationalist group calling itself
“Tvrdokorni”, or the “Hardliners”. Leading figures in the opposi-
tion rightwing VMRO-DPMNE party, which was in power until
2017, are fighting the change in parliament and at street rallies.

An amnesty sweetener     
Although Macedonia’s consultative referendum in September

backed the name change with 90 percent of the vote, critics dis-
missed the results as invalid given a voter turnout of under one-
third of the electorate. “It is MPs’ turn now to voice their views,
but I believe there will be a two-thirds majority in order to com-
plete the process,” Prime Minister Zoran Zaev said earlier
Wednesday. Zaev does not have the required two-thirds parlia-
mentary majority even with the support of his allies in the ethnic-
Albanian parties.

They need some deputies from the VMRO-DPMNE to break
ranks and back them, as happened at the parliamentary vote that
launched the process in November. On that occasion, they
released three nationalist deputies jailed for their role in an April
2017 brawl in parliament, when several deputies, including Zaev,
were assaulted. In December, the government sweetened the deal
further, passing an amnesty law over the protests. Of the 25 peo-
ple to benefit so far, four have been VMRO-DPMNE deputies.
But even if Macedonia approves the name change, it must still be
cleared by the Greek parliament.

Zaev brokered the deal with Greek Prime Minister Alexis
Tsipras, but Tsipras too enjoys only a fragile parliamentary major-
ity, with 153 deputies in the 300-seat parliament. To complicate
matters further, coalition partner Defense Minister Panos
Kammenos, the leader of a smaller party, opposes the deal and is
threatening to resign.

The Hardliners’ curse    
While most deputies in Macedonia’s VMRO-DPMNE are

dead-set against the name change, the party was shaken by the
defections of some of their members in the November vote. And
they are still recovering from the dramatic fall of their former
leader, Nikola Gruevski, a vocal opponent of Zaev’s deal with
Greece. Former prime minister Gruevski fled Macedonia in
November to escape a two-year prison sentence for abuse of
power, winning asylum in Hungary. —AFP 


