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Children fighting 
on ‘both sides’ of 
Yemen war: NGO
PARIS: Children are fighting on both
sides of Yemen’s five-year-old war, a
human rights group said yesterday as it
urged Western powers to end arms sales
to countries involved in the conflict. “This
war is (destroying) our future and
destroying our children,” the president of
NGO Mwatana for Human Rights, Radhya
Almutawakel, told a Paris news confer-
ence. “You will see children carrying
weapons; that was not the case before
2014,” Almutawakel said, unveiling the
group’s report titled “Withering Life: The
Human Rights Situation in Yemen 2018”.

The report by the Sanaa-based group
said more than 1,000 children including
girls were “recruited or used for military
purposes in 2018” including 72 percent
by the Houthi rebels. “Many families
can’t even control their children from not
going to fight,” said Almutawakel. More
than 2,000 schools have been destroyed,
Almutawakel said. “In many, many neigh-
borhoods you will see a lot of pictures of
children who have been taken to the
frontlines and come back home as dead
bodies,” she added. 

She said children are enlisted “not
only because of the money but because
of this emotional environment... They say

that their friends have been killed (so)
the only response is to go to the front
lines.” Yemen was plunged into war in
2014 when the Houthis launched a mili-
tary campaign, taking over swathes of
territory and driving the government
from the capital Sanaa. The Saudi-led
coalition, which includes the United Arab
Emirates, intervened the following year
sparking what the UN calls the world’s
worst humanitarian crisis.

Almutawakel chose the Paris venue
for the release of the report to under-
score the fact that France and other
Western powers are selling arms to
Saudi Arabia, which leads a military
coalition fighting Yemen’s Houthi rebels.
“Many countries are supporting Saudi
Arabia and the Emirates for economic
reasons,” said Almutawakel, named by
Time magazine as among the world’s 100
most influential people in 2018.

‘Sexual aggression’
The United States, Britain and France

“oppose a real in-depth investigation
just because they are selling weapons-
but they have to stop,” she said. “The
virtual impunity that currently reigns
emboldens the warring parties to keep
carrying out awful abuses, destroying
Yemen in the process,” she was quoted
as saying in the report. “Civilians are
drowning in agony while states hesitate
to take urgently needed action like end-
ing military support to warring parties,”
the report said.

The US Senate in June voted to block
a multibillion-dollar weapons deal with
Saudi Arabia, the same day the UK
Court of Appeal ruled that the British
sale of arms to the kingdom for use in
Yemen was unlawful. An upcoming UN
report featuring a blacklist of child rights
violators is expected to refrain from
toughening criticism of the Saudi-led
coalition in Yemen despite a bus bomb-
ing last year that killed scores of chil-
dren, according to diplomats.

The Mwatana report spells out sever-

al specific instances of children combat-
ants and seven cases of “sexual aggres-
sion” involving eight children. Houthi
forces who seized Sanaa in December
2014 control 20 percent of the territory
where most of the population is concen-
trated. The report said the abuses were
certainly greater than those that the
organization was able to catalogue
through more than 2,000 interviews
conducted in Arabic with victims, rela-
tives, witnesses and medical and human-
itarian personnel. —AFP

Ethiopia faces 
showdown 
over push 
for new region
HAWASSA: The green, blue and red flag
of the Sidama people flutters defiantly
above government buildings in a southern
Ethiopian city where leaders are on the
brink of declaring a breakaway region.
The Sidama say they plan to unilaterally
declare their own federal state this week -
a move analysts say could inflame
Ethiopia’s political crisis and lead to
bloodshed. In Hawassa, the would-be cap-
ital of the proposed state, motorbike riders
blared their horns on Monday as young
men ran through the streets waving flags
and singing songs in anticipation of the
announcement.

The feared showdown touches on the
issue of autonomy - the bedrock of a fed-
eral system designed to provide wide-
spread ethnic self-rule in a hugely diverse
country. At present, Ethiopia is partitioned
into nine semi-autonomous regions. The
constitution requires the government to
organize a referendum for any ethnic
group that wants to form a new entity. The
Sidama have agitated for years to leave
the diverse Southern Nations,
Nationalities, and Peoples’ Region of
which they are a part, and create their own

state. The dream gained fresh momentum
after Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed came to
power last year promising wide-ranging
reforms. But his government has dithered
on responding to the request for a refer-
endum. Under the constitution, the vote
must be held within a year - a deadline
that expires Thursday. “If the government
does not come back with a decision on
this by Thursday, we will enforce the law
by going to the zonal authorities,” Dukale
Lamiso, president of the opposition
Sidama Liberation Movement said.

Abiy told lawmakers earlier this month
that a unilateral declaration could force
the central government to intervene. The
International Crisis Group (ICG) has
warned that the federal government has
“no good option.” Preventing the forma-
tion of a state could spark violence, but
granting it could trigger unrest between
minorities within the region, the think tank
says.  The breakaway bid has already led
to violence between the Sidama and
Wolayta ethnic groups in June 2018.

‘Everybody stands for cause’ 
Some Sidama activists are becoming

increasingly defiant as the deadline looms.
“Nowadays everybody stands for this
cause, and don’t think anybody can mess
with us,” said Tessema Elias, a law profes-
sor at Hawassa University. If security forces
stymie the new state’s creation, the popula-
tion is prepared to fight back, he added. “If
somebody unlawfully attacks you, you can
repel that unlawful attack, unconstitutional
attack, by any means.” 

The Sidama issue is the latest headache
facing Abiy. He took office in April 2018 fol-
lowing years of anti-government protests,
and won early praise for freeing political
prisoners and lifting a ban on political par-
ties. But the easing of the ruling EPRDF’s
iron-fisted rule has unleashed grievances in
a country of more than 80 ethnic groups,
sparking violence between communities
that has displaced more than two million
people. Last month Abiy faced his greatest
challenge yet when gunmen assassinated
five government and military officials,

including the army chief, in what was
described as a coup bid in Amhara state.

“The Sidama movement is committed
to self-declaration on July 18. The author-
ities are likely to reject that as unconsti-
tutional, but that could well  lead to
protests that may trigger violence,” said
ICG senior analyst William Davison. “Yet
acceding to self-declaration would be
succumbing to activist pressure, and so
provide an unwelcome precedent that
other southern groups seeking regions
could exploit.” —AFP

Iranian diplomats, 
families living in NY
face US travel curbs
UNITED NATIONS: The United States has tightly
restricted the travel of more than a dozen Iranian
diplomats and their families living in New York,
according to a US diplomatic note to sent to the Iran
mission to the United Nations and seen by Reuters on
Tuesday. The diplomats are subjected to the same
rules imposed by the United States on Iran’s Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, who arrived on
Sunday amid heightened tensions between the two
countries.

They may only travel between the United Nations,
the Iranian UN mission, the Iranian UN ambassador’s
residence and John F Kennedy airport. There is also a
carve out for the six blocks surrounding Queensboro
Plaza in Long Island City in the borough of Queens. It
was not immediately clear why.

Longtime US-Iran strains have worsened since US
President Donald Trump last year quit a 2015 interna-
tional agreement to curb Iran’s nuclear program in
return for sanctions relief. Trump has imposed more
sanctions on Iran. Washington and Tehran sent mixed
signals on Tuesday about resolving their disputes as
Iran’s supreme leader threatened to further breach the
nuclear deal while Trump cited “a lot of progress.”

The July 12 diplomatic note said the travel rules,
which are open-ended, apply to “all members of the
permanent mission of Iran to the United Nations, their
immediate family members, and representatives of the
Iranian government to the United Nations.” It said a
waiver would be required from US State Department
Office of Foreign Missions for any other travel and
requests must be made at least five days in advance.
The Iranian UN mission is also required to submit
residential and hotel accommodations for approval.

The Iranian UN mission did not immediately
respond to a request for comment. A spokesman for
Iran’s foreign ministry said on Monday Zarif’s work in
New York was unaffected. The United Nations said
on Monday that it told the United States it was con-
cerned by the new tight travel restrictions. A US State
Department official said the United States had acted
“in a manner that is fully consistent” with its obliga-
tions under a 1947 agreement with the United
Nations.

Before the new rules, Iranian diplomats - like
envoys of North Korea, Syria and Cuba - were
already confined to a radius of 25 miles from
Columbus Circle in Midtown Manhattan. According
to the UN Blue Book, which lists diplomats of each
mission to the world body, there are 13 Iranian diplo-
mats in New York. Under the 1947 UN “headquarters
agreement,” the United States is generally required to
allow access to the United Nations for foreign diplo-
mats. But Washington says it can deny visas for
“security, terrorism, and foreign policy” reasons.

The US diplomatic note said Zarif was “being
admitted to the United States for the sole purpose of
attending UN meetings” and that “he should restrict
his activities to UN-related business only. Zarif is due
to attend a ministerial meeting at the UN on sustain-
able development goals, which aim to tackle issues
including conflict, hunger, equality and climate change
by 2030. On Monday, he did interviews with British
and US media at the residence of the Iranian UN
ambassador.  —Reuters

SOFIA: A 20-year-old Bulgarian cybersecurity work-
er has been arrested on suspicion of involvement in a
hacking attack that stole millions of taxpayers’ per-
sonal and financial data, officials said yesterday.
Bulgaria’s NRA tax agency is facing a fine of up to 20
million euros ($22.43 million) over the data breach, the
biggest to affect the Balkan country, which was
revealed this week. 

The cyber attack is thought to have compromised
the records of nearly every adult among Bulgaria’s 7
million people. Yavor Kolev, head of the police’s cyber-
security unit, said the unidentified man was arrested on
Tuesday afternoon. Officers raided his home and office
in the capital Sofia and seized computer devices con-
taining encrypted data.

“Overnight, the relevant examination was carried
out, a very initial one, which suggests that the suspect
is connected to the crime,” Kolev said. The investiga-
tion into the hack is still at an early stage, he added, and
police are looking into the possibility that other people
were involved. Sofia city prosecutors said the 20-year-

old man had been charged with a computer crime and
would be held for another three days.

The attack has reignited a long-running debate
about lax cybersecurity standards in Bulgaria. A person
claiming to be a Russian hacker and responsible for the
breach emailed local media
on Monday and denounced
the government’s cybersecu-
rity efforts as a “parody”.
Kolev said the arrested man
was a researcher who tested
computer networks for pos-
sible vulnerabilities to pre-
vent cyber attacks. But he
had also engaged in some
criminal activity, Kolev
added: “In his life, he has
been on both sides.”

‘Unique brains’
Speaking at a government meeting yesterday, Prime

Minister Boyko Borissov described the arrested man as
a “wizard” hacker and said the country should hire sim-
ilar “unique brains” to work for the state rather than
against it. But some experts who have examined the
stolen data said the techniques used in the attack were

relatively basic and spoke
more to a lack of adequate
data protection measures than
the hacker’s ability.

“The reason for the suc-
cess of the attack does not
seem to be the sophistication
of the hacker, but rather poor
security practices at the
NRA,” said Bozhidar
Bozhanov, chief executive at
cybersecurity firm
LogSentinel. Bulgaria’s tax

agency now faces a fine of up to 20 million euros, or
4% of its annual turnover over the data breach, said
Veselin Tselkov, a board member at the Commission for

Personal Data Protection.
“The amount of the sanction depends on the number

of people affected and the volume of leaked informa-
tion,” he told Reuters, adding that the commission was
still waiting for full report on the attack. Bulgaria’s lead-
ing business organization BIA, which warned about
possible flaws in the tax agency’s data protection sys-
tem a year ago, demanded that detailed information for
the leaked documents be sent to every person and
company affected.

“We need to know so that at least we can be aware
of possible dangers,” said BIA deputy head Stanislav
Popdonchev. Bulgaria’s finance minister Vladislav
Goranov has apologized for the attack, which exposed
the names of millions of people and companies and
revealed information about incomes, tax declarations,
health insurance payments and loans. The hack hap-
pened at the end of June and compromised about 3%
of the tax agency’s database. Officials said earlier this
week initial signs suggested it was conducted from
abroad. —Reuters
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TAEZ: A picture shows a partial view of a weapons shop in Yemen’s third city of
Taez. —AFP

AWASA: Youth from the Sidama ethnic group, the largest in southern Ethiopia, ride
in the back of a truck at Hawassa city during celebrations over plans by local eld-
ers to declare the establishment of a breakaway region for the Sidama later this
week.  —AFP

Rio governor likens 
drug dealers to 
Hezbollah
RIO DE JANEIRO: Rio de Janeiro’s far-right governor
Wilson Witzel on Tuesday compared drug dealers to
the Shiite movement Hezbollah and warned police
would respond like Israel by showing no leniency to
“terrorists.” Defending his hardline security strategy
that has fueled a surge in police killings this year,
Witzel said criminals in Rio’s poorer neighborhoods
known as favelas “raped children, killed innocent peo-
ple and used the areas to sell drugs.” “What do they
do differently to Hezbollah? Nothing,” the tough-talk-

ing Witzel told foreign journalists at a rare briefing.
“Are we going to be tolerant with Hezbollah when they

use missiles and bombs against the population of Israel?
No. “What is done in Israel will be done in Rio de Janeiro.
We are not going to be lenient with anyone who has a
gun.” “You don’t want to die? Don’t go on the street with
a gun. “Police are facing (criminals) without fear of
killing.” Witzel, a former federal judge, was elected in
large part due to his support for the tough anti-crime
policy of far-right President Jair Bolsonaro, who also
came to power in January.

He has presided over a sharp increase in the number of
police killings, with 731 people dying during “police inter-
ventions” in the first five months of this year-a 19.1 per-
cent increase from the same period in 2018, the most
recent official figures show. Witzel has previously sparked
outcry among activists for advocating the use of a “mis-
sile” to blow up criminals in favelas, and applauding the

deployment of police snipers to take out suspects from
long distances. 

He created further controversy in May after posting
a video on Twitter of himself in a police helicopter as
officers fired toward a favela below. But Witzel accused
the media on Tuesday of biased reporting of the inci-
dent in particular, and police operations against gangs
more generally. “If we were looking at the Second
World War it would be like ignoring the Nazis and only
looking at Britain bombing Dresden and Berlin,” Witzel
said. “The media is showing the police side, but not the
side of terrorism.”

Reducing crime would help boost the number of visi-
tors to the tourist hot-spot and revitalize the state’s econ-
omy, he added. “We want tourists to feel good in Rio de
Janeiro.” Describing himself as “honest, decent,” Witzel
also said he was interested in becoming president one
day. “It’s only a question of time,” he said smiling. —AFP


