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Migrant issue
looms large on
weary Samos in
Greek elections
SAMOS: When night falls on the Aegean
island of Samos, scores of migrants leave the
filthy camp above the island capital of Vathi
for some fresh harbour air. Many locals are
not happy to see them. And after years of
cohabitation, the migrant issue looms large
over national elections on Sunday. “Samos
used to be very calm and very clean, and now
there’s garbage and the stench of urine every-
where,” says Anna Loukazaki, a painter who
runs her own boutique at Vathi. The island is
“very weary” of the migrants, she adds.

Less than two kilometres from the coast
of Turkey, Samos is among a handful of
Greek islands thrust to the forefront of the
migration crisis in 2015, when more than
800,000 migrants and refugees mainly from
war-torn Syria made the perilous Aegean
crossing from Turkey. Crammed inside bare-
ly-floating dinghies and boats, hundreds died
in the attempt. An EU deal with Ankara in
2016 drastically reduced the flow to the
islands of Samos, Lesbos, Chios, Kos and
Leros.

But a few dozen still arrive daily by boat-
risking their lives in the process-and it is
enough to overwhelm capacity: the Samos
camp, built for 650, houses over 3,000 peo-
ple. “Generally, people here are not hostile to
the migrants, they are hostile to the govern-

ment who they feel is responsible for the sit-
uation,” says Ioannis Kaltakis, a local lawyer.
But Kaltakis insists that the government “will
pay for its failure to guard the borders” in
national elections coming on July 7 where
the migrant issue will be the “main criterion”
for Samos voters.

Georgios Stantzos was in June elected
mayor for a constituency that accounts for
about half of Samos. He says islanders are
“very disappointed” with the government in
Athens and also the European Union. “It’s as
if the EU decided to make Samos a ware-
house of human souls,” he told AFP. “But
mainly, there is great disappointment with
the Greek government that has failed to
manage the situation,” he adds. In European
parliament elections in May, the Samos vote
was consistent with the rest of Greece.

The conservative New Democracy party
topped the ballot, ahead of the leftist Syriza
party of Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras.
Nationalist parties, including neo-Nazi
Golden Dawn, picked up about 3,000 votes.
The Greek migration ministry has struggled
for months to alleviate pressure on Samos,
pledging in 2018 to shut down the camp
altogether this year. The relocation of more
than 5,000 refugees to the mainland in 2018
also made little difference as more arrived to
take their place, the ministry says.

‘People here have had enough’ 
Yiorgis Margetis, a pensioner who

worked in Belgium, says migrants are mak-
ing a negative impact on local life. “In the
evenings, 200 migrant kids swarm the
playground, you’d never dare to leave your
own children there,” he says, adding that
he no longer feels safe to walk the harbour

at night as he once did.
“People here have had enough,” says

Margetis. “The city is dead, shops are clos-
ing, and the situation with the migrants is
going from bad to worse.” But there is some
understanding of the plight of the migrants,
who are stuck in deplorable conditions while
waiting for their asylum applications to be
processed. “They are trapped here, and they
are treated like animals,” says Ilias
Palaigeorgiou, who runs a harbour tourist
shop with his brother. He notes that certain
restaurants refuse to serve them, and that
some island beaches are closed to them.

For his elder brother Yiorgos, the city is
too close to the camp and acts as a magnet.
“Maybe if the camp is moved outside town,
they will stop coming,” he says. The UN
refugee agency has described camp condi-
tions as “dire” with limited access to health
services, exposing women, children, and
men to serious risk. Another local pensioner,
80-year-old Yiorgos Sfiropoulos, says
authorities will eventually bow to the “harsh
reality” of building a new camp. “There are
thousands of them at Vathi. What are they
going to do, throw them into the sea?” he
wonders. —AFP

Israel hit by
protests over 
police killing 
JERUSALEM: Israel has faced protests
over an off-duty police officer’s killing of
a young man of Ethiopian origin and
braced for more as the incident drew
fresh accusations of racism. Crowds of
Ethiopian-Israelis battled police and
blocked highways late Monday and
through the night in various parts of the
country after the shooting on Sunday
evening. Further protests were expected
later Tuesday, when Solomon Teka, said
to be 18 or 19, was set to be buried. Teka
was shot in Kiryat Haim, a town near the
northern port city of Haifa.

His death sparked outrage among
members of the community, who say
their young people live in constant fear
of police harassment because they are
black. Police spokesman Micky
Rosenfeld told AFP that after a night of
violent protest focused on a police sta-
tion in Kiryat Haim, demonstrators were
still gathered yesterday morning.
“Yesterday evening there were distur-
bances in Kiryat Haim. Three police offi-
cers were injured,” he said.  “There were
about 1,000 people in the area of the
police station.”

A police statement said the protesters
tried to storm the police building, hurling
stones and bottles and launching fire-

works. TV footage showed burning tyres
in the middle of a traffic intersection.
Police also reported protesters blocking
major roads and intersections in the
north and south of the country. No
arrests were made, Rosenfeld said, and
media said police deliberately kept a low
profile to avoid stoking emotions further.
“Police are speaking to leaders of the
Ethiopian community to calm the situa-
tion down,” Rosenfeld said.

‘It’s murder’ 
Israel’s Ethiopian Jewish community

numbers around 140,000 people, includ-
ing more than 50,000 born in the Jewish
state. Most of them are descendants of
communities cut off from the Jewish
world for centuries, and were belatedly
recognised as Jews by Israeli religious
authorities. Israel took in tens of thou-
sands of them in the 1980s and 1990s.
The community has consistently alleged
institutionalised racism in recent years.

Thousands took to the streets of Tel
Aviv in January after a young community
member was shot dead by a police offi-
cer when he allegedly rushed at him
while holding a knife. In Sunday’s shoot-
ing, police initially said the officer saw a
fight between “a number of youths”
nearby and tried to break it up. After the
officer identified himself, the youths
began throwing stones at him and he
opened fire at Teka after “feeling that his
life was in danger”, a police statement
said. But the other young men and a
passerby said the policeman was not
attacked, Israeli media reported. —AFP

18 dead, 4 
missing in 
attack on 
Niger army 
NIAMEY: Eighteen soldiers were killed
when “terrorists” struck an army camp
in western Niger, the government said
yesterday, adding the US and France
had provided air support to help repel
the assault. The attack took place on
Monday afternoon at a camp at Inates
on the border with Mali, the defence
ministry said in a statement. Four sol-
diers were listed as missing. Niger, one
of the world’s poorest countries, lies in
the heart of the fragile Sahel region,
which is battling an Islamist insurgency.

“The attack began with the detona-
tion of two suicide vehicles at the
entrance to the camp, followed by gun-
fire from terrorists who arrived on
motorbike,” the statement said. “The
counter-attack, with air support from
our partners (French and American),
enabled the enemy to be routed beyond
our borders,” it said. “Sweeping-up
operations are continuing.” Several “ter-
rorists” were killed, a truck was
destroyed by air strikes and two suicide
vehicles were destroyed, it said.

On Monday, a military source,
speaking on condition of anonymity,

told AFP there had been a twin “car-
bomb attack” at the camp and suggest-
ed the toll would be high. The base,
located in a volatile region, trains
Nigerien soldiers to serve in a UN
peacekeeping mission in Mali. Insurgent
groups are active in western and north-
ern Mali, spilling over from a long-run-
ning jihadist campaign in Mali, while
Nigeria’s Boko Haram is present in the
country’s southeast.

Last month, the defence ministry
said 18 members of the Islamic State in
the Greater Sahara (ISGS) were killed
in a joint operation by US, French and
Niger troops in the southwestern bor-
der region of Tongo Tongo. In October
2017, the ISGS claimed responsibility
for a raid which killed four US soldiers
and five Nigerien troops in the same
region, a mere 20 kilometres from the
Malian border. The United States has a
big base for drones in the northern
city of Agadez and Niger recently
gave the Americans permission to arm
their drones.

The French also have a military
base near the airport at the capital
Niamey and another at Madama in the
north. Niger is part of the so-called
G5 Sahel group of five nations set up
to manage a coordinated response to
the jihadist insurgency in the impover-
ished region. Niamey hosts a major
meeting of the African Union from July
4-8, culminating in a summit expected
to gather about 50 heads of state or
government. —AFP

Lanka police chief 
arrested over Easter 
attacks failures
COLOMBO: Sri Lankan police arrested their top com-
mander and a former defense chief yesterday over alleged
failures to prevent the Easter Sunday bombings that killed
258 people, spokesman Ruwan Gunasekera said. The
arrests came a day after the chief state prosecutor said the
alleged negligence of the two senior officials amounted to
“grave crimes against humanity”, and they should also face
murder charges. Pujith Jayasundara is the most senior police
official to be arrested in the 152-year history of the force,
which was established by British colonial rulers in 1867.

Both Jayasundara and former defense secretary
Hemasiri Fernando were undergoing treatment at two sep-
arate hospitals when they were taken into custody by
plain-clothed officers of the Criminal Investigations
Department, Gunasekera said. They will remain in hospital,
but detectives will formally report their arrest to a magis-
trate to decide what further action should be taken.

Attorney General Dappula de Livera, the chief state
prosecutor, said Monday that the two men failed to act on
advance warnings of the deadly Easter Sunday attacks,
which were blamed on a local jihadi group. They should be
brought before a magistrate for their “criminal negligence”
de Livera said in a letter to the acting police chief
Chandana Wickramaratne. “Their negligence amounts to
what is known under international law to be grave crimes
against humanity,” he wrote. Another nine senior police
officers have been named by the attorney-general as sus-
pects who should be prosecuted for their role in the secu-
rity lapses.

Indian intelligence officials said they shared informa-
tion about the targets of the Easter Sunday attacks -
gleaned from a militant in Indian custody - but Sri Lankan
authorities failed to take the threats seriously. The first
Indian warning was given on April 4, more than two-and-
a-half weeks before the April 21 bombings, which were
later claimed by the Islamic State Group. Local Muslim
groups also alerted both police and intelligence units to a
potential threat posed by radical cleric Zahran Hashim,
who led the suicide bombings. —AFP

ANKARA: After being assaulted 28 times during his
career - punched, kicked and beaten with bats -
Turkish journalist Hakan Denizli thought he had seen it
all. But for the 29th attack, they came with a gun, and
they did so while he was taking his four-year-old
grandchild to daycare. Denizli, who edits the Egemen
daily newspaper in the southern city of Adana, is mat-
ter-of-fact about it: “I got into the car and the window
was open. They came, shot me in the leg and ran away.”
That incident in May came amid a spate of assaults that
has seen six journalists targeted in as many weeks. 

Many blame the worsening atmosphere on politi-
cians, who regularly lash out at individual journalists.
“If you don’t know your place, the people will hit you in
the back of your neck,” President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan snapped after a TV presenter on Turkey’s Fox
news channel asked whether people would protest ris-
ing prices in December. Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) says Turkey is the biggest jailer of journalists in
the world, and ranks it 157th out of 180 countries in the
world for press freedom. 

There are 142 journalists currently behind bars in
Turkey, according to the P24 press freedom website.
Most are detained under a two-year state of emer-
gency imposed after the 2016 failed coup. The gov-
ernment says nobody was arrested for work as a jour-
nalist, but RSF says violence against the media often
goes without punishment or even criticism. A request
for a parliamentary investigation into the recent
attacks was rejected by the ruling AKP party and its
alliance partner.

‘Not cowed’ 
One outspoken critic of Erdogan’s government,

Yavuz Selim Demirag of the Yenicag daily, blames the
attack on him on a full-page advert put out by the
right-wing Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), the rul-

ing party’s coalition partner. He was among dozens of
journalists listed in the advert, which was published in
several high-circulation newspapers after last year’s
general election, with the banner, “Slander, allegations,
complaints”. At least two of them have been attacked.
Demirag, 61, was beaten by a gang with bats outside his
home on May 10, breaking parts of his rib cage. “When
I sneeze, cough, get up, it hurts,” he said. Prosecutors
say they are investigating, but six suspects were quick-
ly released after their arrest.

“Being a journalist in Turkey is hard, attacking jour-
nalists is heroic,” Demirag said. Opposition journalists
face not just violence but relentless pressure from the
judiciary. Barely a month after the assault, Demirag was
briefly imprisoned for an old conviction of “insulting the
president” over a speech in which he questioned the
right to immunity of certain officials, and he remains on
probation. Denizli says he has “maybe 24 or 25” legal
cases against him. “I am not cowed by these cases.” 

‘Hypocritical’ 
Journalists of al l  stripes are at risk, but the

responses often reflect the fierce partisanship of
Turkish politics. The government has been silent on
Demirag’s assault, for instance, but Erdogan’s office
immediately denounced the attack on Islamist journal-
ist Murat Alan, who was beaten up in Istanbul on June
14. Alan had reportedly referred to Turkish generals as
“donkeys”, angering the country’s ultra-nationalists.
Idris Ozyol, a journalist from Antalya on the south
coast, did at least receive a call of consolation from
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu after being
attacked recently. 

But he said Cavusoglu blamed the government’s
own coalition partner, the MHP - which only annoyed
him further. “One arm of the government attacks, the
other arm sends messages saying ‘We are so sad’ -

like a game of good-cop, bad-cop,” he told AFP. RSF’s
Erol Onderoglu said the situation was “deeply hypo-
critical” given Turkey’s criticism of Saudi Arabia fol-
lowing the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in
their Istanbul consulate last year. 

Onderoglu, who himself faces charges of “terrorist
propaganda” for supporting a pro-Kurdish newspa-

per, said: “We need a prominent political figure to
intervene against this hostile climate... (but) it is really
difficult to expect anything.” Recovering from the
gunshot wound to his leg, Denizli suspects his articles
on corruption are to blame for the endless attacks, but
he remains undeterred. “I just try to do my job as best
as I can,” he said. —AFP

Many blame the worsening atmosphere on politicians

Threatened, beaten, shot: Turkey’s 
journalists, media in the crosshairs

BEIJING: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (center) sits during a meeting with Chinese President
Xi Jinping at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing yesterday. —AFP

SAMOS, Greece: Migrant youth sit by a local fisherman at the city of Vathy on the
island of Samos. With nearly 9,000 arrivals since the beginning of this year, the situa-
tion on the islands is explosive-especially on Lesbos and Samos-and the ministry of
migration is desperate to remove as many people from the camps as possible. —AFP


