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Eritrean accused
of pushing boy
under train is
father-of-3
FRANKFURT AM MAIN: An Eritrean
man accused of killing an eight-year-
old boy by pushing him under a train
is a Swiss-based father-of-three who
will be examined for a psychiatric dis-
order, authorit ies said yesterday.
German prosecutors laid murder and
attempted murder charges against the
40-year-old, who had yesterday also
pushed the boy’s mother onto the
tracks at Frankfurt’s main station, and
tried but failed to do the same to a
78-year-old woman.

The mother, also 40, was able to
roll off the tracks at the last moment
to avoid the arriving ICE train that
kil led her son. The man, who was
arrested shortly after, did not previ-
ously know the victims and showed no
signs of alcohol or drug use, said
Frankfurt public prosecutors spokes-
woman Nadja Niesen. “The crime

suggests a psychiatric disorder,” she
told a press conference. 

“In the course of the subsequent
investigation, the accused will certain-
ly be psychiatrically examined, to
allow an assessment of his criminal
culpability.” The horrific crime domi-
nated newspaper front-pages and TV
news bulletins, while citizens laid
flower wreaths, candles and stuffed
toys at the site of the killing. A memo-
rial service was scheduled at the sta-
tion at 1630 GMT.

German Interior Minister Horst
Seehofer cut short his summer holiday
to meet the heads of major security
agencies in Berlin yesterday before
giving a press conference. Frankfurt
prosecutors said in a statement that “a
40-year-old man from Switzerland
with Eritrean citizenship is accused of
having first pushed a 40-year-old
woman ... and then her eight-year-old
son in front of an approaching ICE
express train. 

“Subsequently, he tried to push
another woman into the track bed but
failed. “While the mother could roll off
after the fall and move herself onto a
narrow footpath between two tracks,
her child was caught by the arriving
train and died, on the spot, of his

injuries.” The man ran down a plat-
form and across tracks but was fol-
lowed by passers-by, including an off-
duty police officer, and overpowered
by police two blocks from the station.

Niesen said the man had not yet
spoken about his motive. He had lived

in Switzerland since 2006, was a mar-
ried father of three, and had told
police he had arrived several days ago
by train from Basel, Niesen said. If
formally charged, tried and then found
guilty, he would face a likely term of
life in prison, she said. —AFP

Israel jails
Palestinian lawyer
over shootings
JERUSALEM: An Israeli military court
jailed a prominent Palestinian lawyer for 13
and a half years yesterday for shooting at
Israeli vehicles in the occupied West Bank,
the army said. Tareq Barghout, a
Ramallah-based lawyer who represented
Palestinians accused by Israel of security-
related offences, was himself arrested in
February, along with Palestinian Authority
official Zakaria Zubeidi. 

The army said in a statement that
Barghout was convicted as part of a plea
bargain. “Barghout fired at Israeli buses
and at security forces on a number of
occasions,” it said. Zubeidi, a former head
of a militant group who later became an
official of the PA commission for
Palestinians in Israeli jails, is still awaiting
trial. Both men were charged in May with
carrying out shooting attacks in the
Ramallah area between November 2016
and January 2019, in which three Israelis
were slightly injured.

According to Israel’s Shin Bet domestic

security agency the pair used Zubeidi’s
official PA vehicle for transport.  Israeli
lawyer Leah Tsemel, representing
Barghout, said that he alone fired the
shots. “He said in his statement that he
opened fire after feeling that Palestinians
were being treated very unjustly by Israeli
courts,” she said. She said that he was also
distressed by having to accompany
bereaved Palestinians to receive from
Israeli authorities the bodies of loved ones
killed in conflict with Israeli forces.  

“Once, Barghout fired from a distance at
a settlers’ bus to make them understand that
they can never feel secure in the occupied
territories,” Tsemel said. Excluding annexed
east Jerusalem, more than 400,000 Israeli
settlers live in the West Bank alongside
more than 2.5 million Palestinians.
International law considers the settlements
to be illegal and a barrier to peace between
Israelis and Palestinians. They are built on
land Israel seized in the Six-Day War of
1967, which the Palestinians claim as part of
their future state.

Crisis-hit UN agency 
In another development, Switzerland

yesterday said it was suspending funding
to the UN agency for Palestinian refugees
after an ethics report revealed alleged
mismanagement and abuse of authority at

the agency’s highest levels. The internal
report by UNRWA’s own ethics depart-
ment, a copy of which has been seen by
AFP, includes allegations of sexual mis-
conduct, nepotism and discrimination. 

The Swiss foreign ministry told AFP in
an email that it had already made its annu-
al contribution of 22.3 million Swiss francs

($22.5 million, 20.2 million euros) to the
United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA). But Bern said it was “suspend-
ing any additional contributions” to UNR-
WA-already in crisis due to US funding
cuts-pending the findings of United
Nations investigators who are examining
the ethics report. —Agencies

Cameroon conflict 
turns farmers into 
‘food beggars’
DOUALA: John Tabi, a cocoa farmer from
Cameroon’s Southwest Region, barely ekes out a
living selling water sachets in a refugee camp in
Douala, after fleeing a separatist insurgency back
home. The crisis has reduced him and his family of
five to “beggars depending on crumbs from human-
itarian aid”, Tabi, 52, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “For three years running, I can no
longer have access to my cocoa farm, which is my
source of income, because of the conflict,” he said.
Thousands of small-scale farmers in Cameroon’s
English-speaking Southwest and Northwest
regions have been forced off their land by armed
conflict between government forces and
Anglophone separatists seeking to form an inde-
pendent state called Ambazonia.

The crisis began with demands by Anglophone
Cameroonians for a bigger say in the Francophone-
dominated government, sparking strikes and
protests in late 2016 and escalating into an uprising
a year later. The resulting conflict has left at least
1,850 people dead and more than half a million dis-
placed inside the country, according to a May 2019
report by Human Rights Watch. Hospitals and hun-
dreds of villages have been burned, with more than
80 percent of schools closed and 800,000 children
deprived of education, according to the United
Nations. The Norwegian Refugee Council has
called it the world’s most neglected displacement
crisis, edging towards full-blown war. Meanwhile,
abandonment of farms will likely increase hunger
and poverty, and cripple the economy, warned
Celestin Tawamba, president of the Cameroon
Employers’ Association, GICAM. “The food scarci-
ty in the country since the beginning of the
Anglophone crisis is of an unprecedented scale,”
Tawamba said in an interview in Yaounde.

Towns in lockdown
Crops have been left unprotected from the

effects of extreme weather, pests and diseases, said
Christopher Ekungwe, government delegate for
agriculture in the Southwest Region. “Drought-
resistant and improved seeds, fertilisers, spraying
machines and other assistance meant for farmers
cannot be distributed because of permanent lock-
down in most of the towns,” he said.

Farmers said the violence had made it harder for
them to cope with climate challenges. Erratic
weather, including prolonged rains, has caused
black pods on cocoa trees and blight in some food
crops like yams. Rising temperatures, exacerbated
by the rapid disappearance of local forests, have
also affected crop yields, they said. Daniel Elume, a
farmer in Mutengene in the Southwest Region, used
to apply pesticides to his plantain and cocoyam
before the onset of heavy rains.

“This is no longer possible since I cannot access
my farm nor get weather-resistant seeds.
Everything now has been destroyed,” he added.
More than 560,000 displaced people, mostly
women and children, are sheltering in makeshift
refugee camps in French-speaking towns in
Cameroon and in neighboring Nigeria, relying on
food assistance to survive. “It’s unfortunate - food
producers have become food beggars,” said Mary
Ajong, a vegetable farmer from Tiko in the
Southwest, now living in Douala. —Reuters

JOHANNESBURG: To allies of President Cyril
Ramaphosa, South Africa’s anti-corruption watchdog is a
wrecking ball who is abusing her office and could derail
efforts to clean up government and turn the economy
around. To Ramaphosa’s opponents, she is holding the
country’s top officials to account without fear or favor.
Busisiwe Mkhwebane, who was plucked from relative
obscurity when she was appointed public protector in
2016, denies playing politics. 

She says some of her most attention-grabbing investi-
gations were the result of complaints raised by members
of the opposition, which she has a duty to scrutinize. But
her recommendations for disciplinary action against
Ramaphosa and one of his
closest allies, public enterprises
minister Pravin Gordhan, have
placed her at the centre of a
bitter power rivalry in the gov-
erning African National
Congress (ANC) between sup-
porters of the president and his
scandal-plagued predecessor
Jacob Zuma. Political analysts
warn that the powers of
Mkhwebane’s office, which
played an important role in
keeping Zuma in check, can just as easily be used to settle
political scores. The public protector has authority
enshrined in the constitution to investigate alleged wrong-
doing by public officials and demand remedial action.

Because Ramaphosa and others are bound to comply,
the consequences of her investigations can be far-reach-
ing. One danger, analysts say, is that Mkhwebane will tie
up Ramaphosa and his allies with questionable investiga-
tions, which will take them months to fight in the courts.
“The public protector is polarising politics and exacer-
bating factionalism in the ANC,” said Ebrahim Fakir, an
analyst at the Johannesburg-based Auwal Socio-
Economic Research Institute. “She could distract

Ramaphosa from critical tasks like creating jobs and
attracting investment.”

Zuma’s pick?
Mkhwebane, who did not respond to questions sub-

mitted by Reuters last week, remains an enigmatic figure
to many South Africans. A former security analyst and
mid-level bureaucrat, she worked in the public protector’s
office between 1999 and 2005 before moving to the
home affairs ministry. She did a stint in the South African
embassy in China before joining the state security agency
in 2016.

When her candidacy was discussed before a parlia-
mentary committee, two oppo-
sition parties, the Democratic
Alliance (DA) and Economic
Freedom Fighters (EFF), said
they had been tipped off that
she was Zuma’s pick and were
worried about her links to the
state security agency, a min-
istry staffed by Zuma loyalists.

ANC lawmakers, who made
up roughly half the members
on the parliamentary commit-
tee that recommended her

nomination, said they found her interview impressive. But
Mkhwebane had less legal experience than some other
applicants, and former colleagues have since raised ques-
tions about her competence. An official who worked with
Mkhwebane at the home affairs ministry told Reuters her
approach to the law at that time was reckless.

Mkhwebane supported a policy change to house
refugees in processing camps pending a decision on their
status, which would have been in contravention of the
constitution and an international refugee convention,
according to the official, who requested anonymity to
discuss internal deliberations. Only when home affairs got
a legal opinion from the foreign ministry advising against

the move did Mkhwebane back down, the official said.

Selective justice?
One of the main accusations against Mkhwebane is

that she is selective in the cases she pursues.
Mkhwebane says she has issued more than 100 reports
since she took office and dealt with more than 34,000
complaints. Many of those haven’t attracted much
media attention.

But when she has taken on high-profile cases, such as
her investigations into an apartheid-era bank bailout by the
central bank, a donation to Ramaphosa’s 2017 campaign
for ANC leader or an investigative unit set up by Gordhan
while he was tax commissioner, they have often ended up

in the courts. Part of the problem, legal experts say, is that
she has made errors that fuelled suspicions of bias. South
Africa’s highest court ruled last week that Mkhwebane’s
investigation into the bailout was flawed and that she had
misrepresented important facts under oath. Pierre de Vos,
a constitutional law expert, said her reports concerning
Ramaphosa and Gordhan also contained errors. In blog
posts, he described her finding that Ramaphosa had mis-
led parliament about the donation as a “legal and factual
mess” and called the Gordhan investigation “irrational”.
Ramaphosa has said he will challenge Mkhwebane’s
findings in court. A judge on Monday granted Gordhan’s
request for an urgent interdict to stay disciplinary pro-
ceedings against him. —Reuters
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FRANKFURT AM MAIN: A man suspected of pushing an 8 year-old boy and his
mother in front of a train in Germany’s Frankfurt railway station is led out of the
district court after being at the committing magistrate in Frankfurt am Main
yesterday. —AFP

RAFAH: Palestinian children fill jerricans with drinking water from public taps at a
refugee camp in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip yesterday. —AFP

Mauritania releases 
‘blasphemy’ blogger
NOUAKCHOTT: Mauritania has released a blogger
who drew internat iona l  a t tent ion  af ter  be ing
accused of blasphemy, his lawyer and the campaign
group RSF said yesterday. Cheikh Ould Mohamed
Ould Mkheitir, 36, had been initially sentenced to
death but was then given a jail term on appeal. He

remained in detent ion despite having already
served the sentence - a situation that sparked a
chorus of protest from rights groups. “(He) was
released yesterday from the place where he was
under house arrest... (but) is not completely free in
his movements,” his attorney Fatimata Mbaye said.

Mkheit i r  “ is  no longer  in  Nouakchott ,”  the
Mauritanian capital, Mbaye said, without giving fur-
ther details. His release came in the final days of the
presidency of Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz, who had
previously argued that to free Mkheitir would
endanger the blogger as well as the public. Mkheitir

was sentenced to death for blasphemy in December
2014 after he wrote a blog that challenged decisions
taken by the Prophet Mohammed and his compan-
ions during holy wars in the seventh century.

He repented after being given that sentence,
prompting an appeal court on November 2017 to
downgrade the punishment to a two-year ja i l
term - a decision that sparked protests in the
conservative Saharan nation. His lawyers said he
should have been released immediately, having
a l r e a dy  s p e n t  fo u r  ye a r s  b e h i n d  b a r s ,  b u t
remained confined. —AFP


