
Greta Thunberg
sails to UN
climate summit
HAMPTON: Swedish teen activist Greta Thunberg
departed the United States yesterday, hitching a ride to
Europe aboard a catamaran to attend a UN climate
summit in Madrid. Carrying a large backpack, the 16-
year-old and her father Svante boarded “La
Vagabonde,” a 14-meter catamaran belonging to an
Australian couple that will be her home for the next two
to three weeks.

The Swedish activist, who became world famous for
founding the “school strikes for the climate,” is ending a
hectic 11-week North American sojourn that made
headlines at every turn as she criss-crossed the United
States and Canada. During her trip, she excoriated
world leaders at the United Nations, met former US
president Barack Obama, received the keys to the city
of Montreal and road tripped across the continent in a
Tesla electric car lent to her by actor and ex-governor
of California Arnold Schwarzenegger.

In a parting shot, the young activist said US
President Donald Trump was “so extreme” a climate
skeptic he unintentionally may be waking people up
to the dangers facing the globe. “I thought when he
got elected, now people will finally, now people must
finally wake up,” she told AFP in an interview Tuesday.
Six people will be aboard “La Vagabonde” for the
trip: Elayna Carausu, 26, and her partner Riley
Whitelum, 35, together with their 11-month-old boy
Lenny; 26-year-old professional British sailor Nikki

Henderson, Greta, and her father Svante.
“We were kind of the only boat around the area

that was willing to cross the Atlantic this time of year,”
said Carausu. The seas are expected to be rougher on
her return journey, given the season, but Greta says
the prospect of harsh weather doesn’t perturb her.
“She’s a very brave, independent, strong young lady.
It’s inspiring and I’m honestly amazed at what she’s

doing,” Carausu said.
She added that the crew has “decided to have a

vegan boat for Greta, mostly.” Greta plans to attend
the COP 25 climate summit in Madrid, which starts in
just under three weeks, before heading home to
Sweden. The boat sailed from Hampton, in the US
state of Virginia, aiming to reach Portugal, more than
5,500 kilometers away. —AFP 

BAGHDAD: Anti-government rallies swelled in Iraq’s
capital and south yesterday as Baghdad faced new
pressure from the street, Washington and the United
Nations to respond seriously to weeks of demonstra-
tions. Protests demanding a new leadership have
rocked the capital and Shiite-majority south for
weeks - the crowds unmoved by government pledges
of reform and undeterred by the deaths of more than
300 people.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said he told
Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi that he
“deplored the death toll” and to address the popular
movement’s “legitimate grievances”. The protests had
slowed for a few days following a deadly crackdown by
security forces in Baghdad and major southern cities
but flared again yesterday with demonstrations by
striking students and teachers.

“We’re here to back the protesters and their legiti-
mate demands, which include teachers’ rights,” said
Aqeel Atshan, a professor on strike, in Baghdad’s Tahrir
(Liberation) Square, the epicentre of the protest move-
ment. In the southern port city of Basra, around 800
students returned to camp outside the provincial gov-
ernment headquarters days after they had been pushed
out by riot police. Schools were also shut in the protest
hotspots of Diwaniyah and Nasiriyah.

Protesters have felt newly emboldened since the
country’s top Shiite religious authority Grand Ayatollah
Ali Sistani said they “cannot go home without sufficient
reforms”. “Students, boys and girls alike, are all here for
a sit-in,” another demonstrator in Tahrir told AFP. “If
Sistani gave the orders for mass civil disobedience,
everything would close - the government, the oil com-
panies, everything. That’s how we’ll have a solution.”

Sadr changes tune? 
Iraq’s parliament met yesterday afternoon and set

dates to interrogate two ministers, which could indicate
the first steps of a planned cabinet reshuffle announced
by Abdel Mahdi. At the session’s opening, speaker of par-
liament Mohammed Al-Halbussi pledged to work on laws
to respond to protesters’ demands including electoral
reform. Parliament has received a draft law for electoral
reform but has yet to discuss it. On the session’s sidelines,
Halbussi met with the head of the United Nations’ mission
in Iraq (UNAMI), Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert. Hennis-
Plasschaert has put out a phased roadmap of reforms
which earlier this week earned the key endorsement of
Sistani. The plan calls for an immediate end to violence,
electoral reform and anti-graft measures within two
weeks followed by constitutional amendments and infra-
structure legislation within three months.

Oil-rich Iraq is ranked the 12th most corrupt country
in the world by Transparency International, and youth
unemployment stands at 25 percent. Demonstrations
erupted on October 1 in fury over a lack of jobs and
corruption, initially fracturing the ruling class. Populist
cleric Moqtada Sadr then called on the government to
resign and President Barham Saleh suggested early
elections, while other factions stood by Abdel Mahdi. 

But after a series of meetings led by Iran’s influential
Major General Qasem Soleimani, a consensus emerged
at the weekend over the government remaining intact
and both Saleh and Sadr appear to have changed their
tunes. Sadr, who is reported to be in Iran, took to
Twitter yesterday to call on parliament to enact reforms
and for “a general strike, even for one day”, but did not
demand the premier step down. Saleh, too, appears to
have dropped the idea of early elections. 

‘Deplored death toll’ 
The agreement brokered by Soleimani appeared

to have paved the way for a crackdown on demon-
strations last weekend that sent the death toll amid
the unrest to well over 300. Iraq has faced growing

criticism over its response to rallies, with rights
defenders accusing authorities of shooting live
rounds at protesters and curtail ing freedom of
expression with an internet blackout and mass
arrests. — AFP 
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Protests heat up as Baghdad 
faces renewed pressure 

Striking students and teachers hold demonstrations

BASRA: Iraqi protesters wave a flag during a demonstration during ongoing anti-government demonstrations in this
southern city yesterday. — AFP 

Venezuela ex-intel 
chief missing ahead 
of US extradition
MADRID: Venezuela’s former military intelligence
chief has gone missing in Spain just days after a
court approved a request for his extradition to the
United States on drug trafficking charges, police
said yesterday.  “They are currently looking for
him,” said a spokeswoman for Spain’s national
police, referring to General Hugo Armando
Carvajal who served as intelligence chief under the
late Venezuelan leader Hugo Chavez.

Judicial sources said police had gone to
Carvajal’s house in Madrid to arrest him after
Friday’s court decision but could not find him.
Carvajal’s lawyer MarÌa Dolores de Arguelles told
AFP she had “not been informed” they were going
to rearrest him, adding that she did not know his
whereabouts. In September, Spain’s National
Court rejected a US extradition request on the
grounds it was “vague” and “politically-motivat-
ed”, and instead ordered Carvajal’s release from
provisional detention where he had been held
since his April 12 arrest in Madrid. 

The ruling drew a protest from the US State
Department, which said it hoped the judges would
“reconsider” their decision. The court reversed that
decision on Friday after accepting an appeal from
the public prosecutor’s office, although full details
of the ruling have not yet been made public. “The
judges found that the facts provided were suffi-
ciently precise,” a court source told AFP on Friday. 

‘The Chicken’ flees the coop? 
On Monday, Carvajal himself tweeted: “Neither

my lawyers nor I have been formally notified of
any judicial decision regarding my case.”  And
yesterday, his lawyer said she had still not received
the full transcript of Friday’s decision, which court
sources said would be released in the coming days.
Known as “El Pollo” (the Chicken), Carvajal was
stripped of his rank by the administration of
President Nicolas Maduro after coming out in
support of Juan Guaido as Venezuela’s acting
president in February.

He then fled by boat to the Dominican Republic
before relocating to Spain. Carvajal has long been
sought by US Treasury officials who suspect him of
providing support to drug trafficking by the FARC
guerrilla group in Colombia. In an indictment filed
in New York in 2011, Carvajal was accused of coor-
dinating the transport of more than 5.6 tonnes of
cocaine from Venezuela to Mexico in 2006 that
was ultimately destined for the United States.  

‘Cartel of the Suns’ 
One of the evidentiary documents submitted in

the US extradition request, which emerged during
the September hearing, was a sworn statement by
a US drug enforcement agent who accused
Carvajal and Chavez himself of cooperating with
FARC. In it, the agent refers to Carvajal as a mem-
ber of the so-called “Cartel of the Suns”, an
umbrella term for alleged networks within the
Venezuelan military and government that aid and
abet drug trafficking.

He said the cartel “worked with the heads of the
FARC to coordinate drug trafficking activities in
Venezuela and Colombia, as a ‘weapon against the
United States’.” The documents also referred to
allegations by a New York grand jury which said
the Cartel de los Soles had been operational since
1999 and one of its stated aims “was to ‘flood’ the
United States with cocaine”. — AFP

HAMPTON: Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg walks aboard the catamaran La Vagabonde as she sets sail to
Europe in Hampton, Virginia. —AFP 

Poverty fuels
protests in
Lebanon’s
Tripoli 
TRIPOLI: In a dusty alley streaked
with sewage in Lebanon’s northern
port city of Tripoli, Fatima, her hus-
band and 11 children live crippled
by debt and wondering where their
next meal is coming from. “We’re a
poor people here in Tripoli,” said
the 38-year-old mother, in the city
that has taken centre stage in
Lebanon’s ongoing protests
denouncing official corruption and
inequality.

Fresh laundry hangs outside her
two-room breeze-block dwelling,
its corrugated iron roof held in
place by the weight of a few old car
tyres. “There have been days in the
past week when my children haven’t
had breakfast — and my little ones
milk — before five o’clock in the
evening,” said Fatima, whose
youngest is just two and a half
years old. Her husband sells fish
from a cart for a living, and Fatima
sometimes helps out with special
orders to cook up the fresh catch.

But sales have been few and far
between since the unprecedented
demonstrations erupted nationwide
last month, demanding a complete
overhaul of the political system.
Tripoli has been a hotspot of the
anti-government protests and

become known as “the bride of the
revolution” for its festive night-time
rallies. In the beginning Fatima took
part, but soon the bus fare to the
city’s main square became too
much. “I stopped going, to spend
the money instead on bread and
milk for my children,” she said.

More than half of Tripoli’s popu-
lation is living at or below the
poverty line, the United Nations
says, and more than a quarter live in
extreme poverty. Fatima’s family is
struggling to pay the bills and
already up to $5,000 in debt. Her
17-year-old son has left school so
he can help provide for the family,
and so has her 15-year-old daugh-
ter, who must now look after her
siblings. The mother fears her other
children may soon have to drop out
too, because she can’t afford the
$100 a month for the school bus.

Life ‘sweeping stairs’ 
In a city whose political leaders

are among the richest in the nation,
Fatima is terrified her children will
grow up to a life “sweeping stairs
and peddling chewing gum”. Forbes
magazine this year listed former
Prime Minister Najib Mikati and his
brother, who both hail from the city,
as being worth $2.5 billion. But in
Fatima’s neighborhood, dozens of
families live in tiny homes without
even a connection to the main
sewage system. Instead, they have
dug small cesspits they cannot
afford to empty, and whose foul-
smelling contents often leak out into
the alleyways or even inside their
homes. One woman, aged in her 50s,
has placed cement blocks outside
her front door to try to protect her
10-year-old autistic son from the
wastewater and rats outside. — AFP

TRIPOLI: A Lebanese child smokes a cigarette at an impoverished neighborhood
in the port city of Tripoli. — AFP 

Tunisian MP
accused of
indecency sworn in 
TUNIS: Tunisian women protested outside parlia-
ment yesterday against the swearing in of a newly
elected lawmaker who was caught in a video that
purported to show him masturbating outside a
school. The protesters fear that Zouheir Makhlouf,
who walked free after being investigated for
alleged sexual harassment and public indecency,
will enjoy immunity from prosecution over any
future allegations leveled against him by women.

“Stalkers shouldn’t make laws,” they chanted
outside the inaugural session of the new parlia-
ment. A video showing the mustachioed politician
sitting in a car with his trousers dropped to his
knees was shot last month by a pupil who shared it
online alongside accusations of harassment.
Makhlouf, who was elected for the Qalb Tounes
party of controversial media magnate Nabil
Karoui, denies inappropriate conduct and has said
he was urinating due to a medical condition.

But the video went viral sparking Tunisia’s own
#MeToo movement, with sex abuse victims break-
ing taboos under the hashtag #EnaZeda. It was
inspired by the huge global movement that
bloomed in 2017 in the wake of sexual assault alle-
gations by multiple women against Hollywood
mogul Harvey Weinstein. “Immunity is for your
parliamentary duties not your sexual desires,” read
one placard waved by the demonstrators.

Article 68 of the Tunisian constitution pro-
vides that no sitting MP can be “arrested or
tried for their opinions... or for actions taken in
connection with their parliamentary duties,” a
formulation that in theory excludes allegations
of sexual impropriety. — AFP 


