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ATBARA: Standing on the platform where he and
other protesters packed a train to Khartoum in
April to pressure Sudan’s military to share power
with civilians, Abdelaziz Abdallah made clear the
revolution driven by their city has much further
to go. A veteran railway worker-turned union
leader, Abdallah was among the first to take to
the streets in this labor stronghold in December,
sparking a national uprising that toppled long-
time ruler Omar al-Bashir almost four months
later. It took another four months for the military,
which had ousted Bashir, to formally agree to a
three-year power sharing deal with a civilian-led
transitional government.

People in Atbara, a colonial-era railway hub,
support the national government in the capital
some 350 km (220 miles) to the south, but say
some of the main grievances which drove their
uprising - poor salaries and unemployment - re-
main. “Railway workers have among the lowest
state salaries” earning as little as 1,200 Sudanese
pounds ($26.67) a month while needing at least
10,000 pounds to get by, said Abdallah, who
took over the union after Bashir’s ouster.

They also want funds to revive the railway-
once Africa’s longest network but now largely
derelict. They are tough demands for Prime Min-

ister Abdalla Hamdok, who is trying to avert the
collapse of an economy wrecked by three
decades of mismanagement and US sanctions.
Whether he can meet the expectations of thou-
sands of railway workers will be a test for the
whole country, as Atbara has been a hotbed of
unrest since independence from Britain in 1956.

Resistance committees
The protesters have formed resistance com-

mittees, which helped maintain the uprising and
now want a say in their city. Able to meet freely
since bans on gatherings were lifted with Bashir’s
fall, they discuss issues such as how to create
jobs for the youth by trying to find farmland to
grow crops. But they also fume that the city is
still run by a military governor. Bashir’s security
network has lost some power but its officers re-
main in Atbara as elsewhere and soldiers, while
no longer patrolling the streets, are stationed in
nearby barracks.

“Nothing has changed for citizens and the
youth. The civil service is still made up of the for-
mer regime,” said Adel Sheikh, a senior member
of Atbara’s Forces for Freedom and Change coali-
tion, the main umbrella group that negotiated the
national power sharing deal with the generals.

Finding jobs is on many people’s minds. “I hope
to get a job as engineer,” said Mohamed Abde-
lathim, jobless since 2007. “State jobs under the
(old regime) were for regime people,” he said.

Coups
Atbara, at the junction of the Nile and Atbara

rivers, has been a barometer for Sudan since
British colonialists established a railway hub here,
building dozens of villas to house railway man-
agers which now lie empty. Maps entitled “Sudan
railways” still hang on walls in administrative
buildings where receipts printed in English and
Sudanese lie on abandoned desks. Workers here
pushed for independence, formed the backbone
of a powerful post-independence Communist
Party and have risen up against various military
rulers ever since, paying the price for their ac-
tivism with mass dismissals.

Sudan has had only three brief three civilian
governments, all toppled by generals who took
over after saying that civilians had failed to fix
an economy in crisis. Hamdok is in a similar sit-
uation, heading a government shared with mili-
tary. He wants to increase public salaries and
compensate some 4,000 workers fired by Bashir
but needs up to $5 billion in donor support for

next year alone. That dilemma gives Atbara’s ac-
tivists pause. “Honestly we have fears (of a new
coup) if the main issues aren’t solved,” said 70-
year Ali Abdallah, a former national head of the
railway union imprisoned under Bashir and now
a respected figure among the townspeople. The
United States says it hopes to be able to lift
sanctions imposed in 1993 over allegations
Bashir’s Islamist government supported terror-
ism, so that donor money can flow. Western
countries are wary, but also fear that instability
in Sudan will increase migration to Europe and
encourage Islamist militants. It will take time to
heal local wounds.

When protests began in December, security
forces opened fire, killing, among others, 23-
year-old engineering student Tareq Ahmed. “He
was not political person but fed up with the
regime and inflation,” said his father driving on
pot-holed roads around Atbara to show its neg-
lect. He could not bring himself to go to the spot
where his son got killed but stopped at the uni-
versity where students have painted his face on
a wall to keep memories fresh. There he strug-
gled to hold back his tears. “He sacrificed him-
self for a change in Sudan,” he said. “We will
never forget.” — Reuters

Protest-hit Iran says 
‘enemy conspiracy’ 
defeated
TEHRAN: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani said the country’s
people had defeated an “enemy conspiracy” behind a wave of vi-
olent protests and were celebrating their victory. Rouhani blamed
the deadly unrest on “anarchists” who took to the streets “based
on a plot that the region’s reactionary, the Zionists and Americans
hatched”, referring respectively to Saudi Arabia, Israel and the US.

The demonstrations erupted in sanctions-hit Iran on Friday,
hours after the price of petrol was raised by as much as 200 per-
cent. Motorists blocked highways in Tehran before the unrest
spread to at least 40 urban centres, with petrol pumps torched,
police stations attacked and shops looted. Officials have confirmed
five deaths, including of three security personnel stabbed by “ri-
oters”. In Shahriar, west of Tehran, mourners chanted “Death to
America” in a funeral procession on Wednesday for one of those
killed, a Revolutionary Guards commander. The UN human rights
office said it was alarmed by reports live ammunition had caused
a “significant number of deaths”. Amnesty International said more
than 100 demonstrators were believed to have been killed, and
that the real toll could be as high as 200. The full extent of the
bloodshed was difficult to ascertain given a near-total internet
blackout since the weekend.

‘Armed anarchists’ 
Rouhani told a cabinet meeting that “our people have been vic-

torious against ... the enemy’s conspiracy. “Those anarchists who
came out onto the streets were few in number,” he said, insisting
“this is the biggest display of the power of the nation of Iran”.
Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said late Tuesday that “the
recent actions were security issues, not from the people... We have
repelled the enemy.” Khamenei has previously blamed the unrest
on the Pahlavi royal family ousted in the 1979 Islamic Revolution

and armed opposition group the People’s Mujahedeen of Iran,
which Tehran considers a “terrorist” cult. In Shahriar, thousands of
mourners trailed behind a truck carrying a coffin, clutching portraits
of the slain Guard and posters that read “Down with USA”. They
passed burned-out buildings, including a bank, post office and
shopping centre. One of the mourners, Younes Abutalebi, told AFP:
“My pension is 18 million rials ($146). If it was cut... I would go beg-
ging — but I wouldn’t set fire to a bank.” Rallies against the unrest
were also held in Arak, Ardebil and Ghorghan, among other cities.

Iran’s economy has been battered since May last year when
President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew the US from a 2015
nuclear agreement and reimposed sanctions. Tensions have soared
this year, with the US widening its sanctions to include Khamenei
and other key entities as Iran cut its nuclear commitments. The
arch-foes came to the brink of a military confrontation in June
when Iran downed a US drone and Trump ordered retaliatory
strikes before cancelling them at the last minute. — AFP

Gay Saudi journalists 
detained in Australia 
after asylum bid
SYDNEY: Two gay Saudi journalists who sought asylum in
Australia after being threatened at home over their relation-
ship have been held for weeks at an immigration detention
centre, their lawyer said Wednesday. The couple arrived in
Australia in mid-October on tourist visas but was singled out
by airport customs officials - then taken into detention -
when they admitted plans to seek asylum, lawyer Alison Bat-
tisson said. “Australia being very well known for being... a safe
place for LGBTI people, they were incredibly surprised and
distressed,” she said.

One of the men — who worked for Saudi Arabia’s media
ministry and regularly assisted visiting international news or-
ganizations - said they came under pressure from authorities
after a dissident leaked sensitive documents to foreign media.
“I was called into a prison on the outskirts of Riyadh by the
state security,” he told ABC, adding they “hinted that they re-
alized I was in a relationship with my partner and that I
should stop working with the foreign media”. Battisson said
the men had not leaked any documents, but were swept up
in a wider crackdown by Saudi authorities in the wake of
Khashoggi’s murder. In August, one of the men received a
phone call from a relative warning they knew of their gay re-
lationship and if it wasn’t ended his partner would be killed.
Police followed that up with separate calls asking them to come
in for questioning, which led to their decision to flee. Homo-
sexuality is illegal in Saudi Arabia and punishable by death.
Battisson says the two men have been separated in detention
as one is receiving medical treatment, while the other is housed
with convicted criminals awaiting deportation. — AFP

The unfinished business in the 
birthplace of Sudan revolution

Interim government ‘must solve economic problems’

GORGAN, Iran: Iranian government supporters rally in support of
the Islamic republic’s authorities and supreme leader, Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei (portraits), in the northeastern Iranian region of
Ghorghan. —AFP


