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News in brief

Sudanese court sentences nine 
women protesters to 20 lashes 

Women accused of participating in an unauthorized demonstration

15 die in nightclub shooting 

MEXICO CITY: At least 15 people were killed and
another seven wounded in a shooting at a nightclub
early on Saturday in Mexico’s violence-wracked
Guanajuato state, according to the local prosecu-
tor’s office. It was not immediately clear who com-
mitted the crime. Before sunrise, a group of armed
men pulled up in three vans at the La Playa Men’s
Club in the city of Salamanca, burst into the premis-
es and opened fire, local media reported. Powerful
oil theft gangs have stolen vast quantities of fuel
from Salamanca’s oil refinery. This week President
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador launched a major
offensive to capture local gang leader Jose Antonio
Yepez, known as “El Marro.”—Reuters

Hungarian scientists fearful

BUDAPEST: Staff members of the historic
Hungarian Academy of Sciences said their academic
freedom has been threatened by a new deal giving
the nationalist government influence over its
research institutions. Prime Minister Viktor Orban, a
conservative leader who came to power in 2010, has
tightened control over Hungarian public life, includ-
ing the courts, the media, the economy, as well as
education and now scientific research. Hungary’s
oldest and largest academic institution, the academy
(MTA) is solely funded by the government but self-
managing with a network of scientific research bod-
ies employing about 5,000 people. On Friday, MTA
President Laszlo Lovasz and Innovations and
Technology Minister Laszlo Palkovics announced
that they had reached an agreement to separate the
science research network from the academy’s teach-
ing institutions. — Reuters

Trudeau denies wrongdoing 

MONTREAL: The office of Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau, whose image has taken a hit in recent
weeks over a growing corruption scandal, denied
Saturday that he acted in a hostile way toward a
female lawmaker in his party. Celina Caesar-
Chavannes, a Liberal lawmaker from the Toronto
area, said in an interview with The Globe and Mail
that she was targeted by Trudeau’s wrath, when she
said she would not seek reelection in October. “He
was yelling. He was yelling that I didn’t appreciate
him, that he’d given me so much,” said Caesar-
Chavannes. While he later apologized, she said
Trudeau was hostile on other occasions. Trudeau’s
office denied the characterization, saying in a state-
ment: “The prime minister has deep respect for
Celina Caesar-Chavannes. Discussions they had in
February were direct but not hostile.”— AFP 

Israel strikes Hamas targets 

JERUSALEM: Israeli aircraft struck Hamas targets
in the Gaza Strip yesterday after a rocket from the
Palestinian enclave hit the Jewish state, the army
said. “Fighter jets and aircraft struck several military
targets in a Hamas compound in the northern Gaza
Strip in addition to two Hamas vessels,” a statement
from the army said. The attacks were in response to
a rocket fired from Gaza late Saturday “in addition
to the continued violence emanating from the Gaza
Strip,” the army said. The rocket hit an open field in
Israel’s Eshkol region, causing no casualties or dam-
ages, a local government spokeswoman said. A
security source in Gaza said a Hamas site in the
northern Gaza Strip was hit as well as fishing boats
west of Deir Al-Balah in the central part of the
enclave. — AFP 

KHARTOUM: A Sudanese emergency court has sen-
tenced nine women protesters to 20 lashes each for
participating in an unauthorized demonstration against
President Omar Al-Bashir’s rule, defense lawyers said.
The ruling by the Khartoum court came despite Bashir
on Friday ordering the release of all female detainees
held during nationwide demonstrations that have
rocked the country since December.

The authorities have set up special emergency
courts to investigate violations of a nationwide state of
emergency imposed by Bashir on February 22 to end
the demonstrations after an initial crackdown failed to
suppress the protest move-
ment. The nine women pro-
testers were taken to court
after they were arrested on
Thursday for participating in
a “banned demonstration”
earlier that day in the capi-
tal’s eastern district of Burri,
a site of regular protests.

“Nine women protesters
have been sentenced to one
month jail and 20 lashes,”
defense lawyer Enaam Atieg
told AFP. “They have been taken to women’s prison in
Omdurman,” she said, referring to the twin city of the
capital across the Nile. Atieg said an appeal against the
court’s verdict was filed yesterday. A lawyers’ group
that is part of the protest movement also confirmed the
sentencing. “Following pressure from their lawyers the
court has still not implemented the floggings,” the

Democratic Lawyers Alliance said in a statement.
Activists and rights groups have regularly com-

plained about Sudan’s selective application of Islamic
sharia law, with hundreds of women sentenced to flog-
ging under a controversial public order law. Saturday’s
ruling was not the first against protesters since special
emergency courts were established.

Eight men accused of participating in a rally were
handed jail terms ranging from six months to five years
on March 1 in the first such penalties by the special
courts. An emergency appeals court on Thursday over-
turned that decision and freed the eight protesters. On

Friday, Bashir ordered the
release of all women
detainees held during the
demonstrations since they
erupted last year, in a move
that coincided with
International Women’s Day.

Protests initially broke out
in Sudan on December 19
following a government deci-
sion to triple the price of
bread. They quickly mush-
roomed into nationwide

demonstrations against Bashir’s three-decade rule, with
crowds calling on the veteran leader to step down.
Bashir himself has acknowledged that the protests were
led by youths, the majority of them women. Officials say
31 people have died in protest related violence so far,
while Human Rights Watch has put the death toll at
least 51.—AFP 

Activists complain 
about selective 

application of 
sharia law

BISSAU: The West African state of Guinea-Bissau was
holding key legislative elections yesterday aimed at end-
ing a protracted political crisis. Here is some background:

Four coups
A former Portuguese colony and onetime important

source of slaves for the Americas, the small country on
Africa’s western bulge achieved independence in 1974
after an 11-year armed struggle. Since then it has lived
through four successful military coups-the last one in
2012 - as well as 16 attempted, plotted or alleged
coups, according to a World Bank profile. Instability
and conflict have battered infrastructure and hobbled
development, leaving Guinea-Bissau one of the world’s
poorest states.

The current president, Jose Mario Vaz, was elected
in 2014. Vaz vowed to bring stability but the country
has been in the grip of a power struggle since August
2015, when he sacked his then prime minister Domingos
Simoes Pereira. He has been followed by a string of
prime ministers who were unable to muster a majority
in parliament. The body did not sit for nearly two years
until an accord in April 2018 that saw Aristide Gomes
appointed as “consensus prime minister”. Legislative
elections were set for November 2018 but were post-
poned until March 10. 

Cocaine route 
At 36,100 square kilometers, the country is slightly

larger than Belgium and includes a scattering of 88
islands in the Atlantic Ocean called the Bijagos. These
islands as well as a porous coastline and chaotic admin-
istration have provided fertile ground for Latin
American drug lords trafficking cocaine to Europe.
Senior government and military officials have been
implicated in the traffic. A US diplomatic cable in 2009,
revealed by WikiLeaks, said Guinea-Bissau was in dan-
ger of becoming Africa’s first narco-state.

In April 2013 US agents captured the former navy

chief and alleged drugs trade kingpin in a sting opera-
tion at sea. Jose Americo Bubo Na Tchuto pleaded
guilty and was sentenced to four years in jail, returning
to Guinea-Bissau in October 2016. The United Nations
has praised Guinea-Bissau’s progress since the election
of Vaz in fighting drugs trafficking, but expressed dis-
appointment in a recent report that it has not bolstered
the fight over the past year.

Cashew cash-in  
More than two-thirds of Guinea-Bissau’s population

of 1.86 million people (World Bank, 2017) live on under
two dollars a day. More than a third live in extreme
poverty on less than one dollar, according to UN fig-
ures. It is placed as 13th lowest on the UN’s 2018

Human Development Index that assesses development
on the basis of health, poverty and other measures.
Largely as a result of poor healthcare services, average
life expectancy is 57.8 years.

Guinea-Bissau’s main export is cashew nuts, which
financed nearly half of the 2017 national budget. It is
Africa’s third-largest cashew producer after Ivory
Coast and Tanzania. Economic growth reached 5.9 per-
cent in 2017, but slowed to around 3.8 percent in 2018
after a drop in cashew production because of bad
weather and a fall in prices, according to the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank.
Guinea-Bissau’s 44th anniversary of independence
passed by without fanfare last September as the state
coffers were bare.—AFP 

Guinea-Bissau: Coups,
cocaine and cashews

OMDURMAN, Sudan: Sudanese protesters chant slogans during an anti-government demonstration in
Khartoum’s twin city of Omdurman yesterday. — AFP 

BISSAU: Photo shows an aerial view of buildings around the Praca Che Guevara square (center) in Bissau, the
day before the country’s parliament election. — AFP 

BAGHOUZ: Armed with assault rifles and with faces
wrapped in scarves, the Islamic State fighters visible at
the boundary of their last enclave in eastern Syria are
among the hardened jihadists who appear ready to
fight to the death. Thousands of people - many of them
the wives of Islamic State fighters and their children -
have been streaming out of the besieged enclave at
Baghouz for weeks, forcing the US-backed Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) to delay an assault on the last
vestige of the jihadists’ territorial rule.

Reuters TV footage of the Islamic State-controlled
frontline shows armed militants, most with only their
eyes visible, supervising the evacuations from a scrub-
by patch of agricultural land scattered with vehicles
and a few buildings. The SDF has said the fighters stay-
ing put through waves of evacuations are the most
hardened foreign militants, wanted by governments
around the world, who are likely to fight to the death.
On Saturday, a Reuters witness saw dozens of mostly
men cross from Islamic State territory into SDF-con-
trolled lines. The SDF said these were wounded Islamic
State fighters.

A few women in full face-covering black robes and
children carrying bags could be seen among the people
milling at the frontline. A man on crutches was also visi-
ble. A no-man’s land of about 200m separates SDF

positions from the Islamic State frontline at Baghouz, a
collection of hamlets and farmland near the border with
Iraq. Evacuees are screened by the SDF as they emerge
and are sent north to the Al-Hol camp, already over-
crowded with uprooted Syrians and Iraqis from years
of war and struggling to cope with the influx.

After suddenly seizing swathes of land straddling the
Iraqi-Syrian border in 2014 and declaring it their
caliphate, Islamic State was beaten back by numerous
local and foreign forces in both countries, suffering
major defeats in 2017. However, the jihadists remain a
threat. In Iraq they have gone to ground, staging waves
of killings and kidnappings. In Syria, their comrades
hold out in remote desert areas and have carried out
bombings in areas controlled by the SDF.— Reuters

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia has deported six
Egyptians and a Tunisian suspected of being linked
to Islamist militant groups abroad, despite protests
from human rights groups. The suspects include
five people who allegedly confessed to being part
of Egypt’s banned Muslim Brotherhood, Inspector-
General of Police Mohamad Fuzi Harun said in a
statement yesterday. Rights groups say that mem-
bers of the group face possible torture and perse-
cution in Egypt, which brands them as terrorists.

The Tunisian and one of the Egyptians deported
were members of Ansar Al-Sharia Al-Tunisia,
which is listed as a terrorist group by the United
Nations, Mohamad Fuzi said. The two, both in their
early 20s, had previously been detained for
attempting to enter another country illegally in
2016. They allegedly used fake passports to enter
Malaysia with the intention of traveling to and
launching an attack in a third country, police said.
“Members of this terror group are suspected of
being involved in plans to carry out large-scale
attacks in other countries,” Mohamad Fuzi said.

The other five Egyptians confessed to being
members of the Muslim Brotherhood, and are
accused of providing shelter, transport and
employment for the two linked to Ansar al-
Sharia. —Reuters 

Malaysia deports 6 
Egyptians, Tunisian 
despite concerns 

With shrouded faces, 
IS fighters stand
guard over the
final enclave

BAGHOUZ: A fighter with the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) takes aim with his Kalashnikov assault rifle after
seeing a man walking towards his position in the town of
Baghouz. — AFP 


