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PARIS: Tens of thousands have rallied across the world
to mark the International Day for the Elimination of
Violence against Women, as France unveiled new meas-
ures to combat domestic violence. Demonstrators on
Monday gathered in countries as diverse as Guatemala,
Russia, Sudan and Turkey, where riot police in Istanbul
blocked the path of roughly 2,000 protesters before fir-
ing tear gas and plastic bullets to disperse them.

The French government announced it would make it
easier for doctors to share information on vulnerable
women and write into law the concept of psychological
“entrapment”, following massive rallies in France over the
weekend. Roughly 87,000 women and girls were mur-
dered across the world in 2017, according to the United
Nations. Monday’s rallies - animated by growing anger
over the failure of justice systems to punish offenders -
follow a weekend of protests against what is being
termed femicide.

Crowds marched through the streets of Moscow to
highlight the government’s failure to pass laws protecting
women, and hundreds of Sudanese women chanted “free-
dom, peace and justice” as they gathered in Khartoum in
the first such protest in decades. In Mexico City, masked
demonstrators with sledgehammers smashed glass panes
of bus stops, spray-painted monuments and clashed with
riot police Monday to protest authorities’ failure to halt
soaring rates of femicide and rape in the country.

‘Sexist, patriarchal attitudes’
Tens of thousands of Spaniards marched in Madrid on

Monday evening following a weekend of protests. Spain’s
long-standing laws against gender violence have not
halted the problem - 52 women have been killed by their
partners or ex-partners since the start of 2019. South
Africa has one of the worst records of any country on
gender violence and the government has faced several
rounds of mass protests on the issue.

President Cyril Ramaphosa used Monday’s events to
launch a campaign to improve victims’ access to justice
and urge men to drop their “sexist and patriarchal atti-
tudes”. The UN warned that more action was needed
around the world, singling out Afghanistan as a country
where too little is done to counter sexual violence and
rape. And in a rare move, global police cooperation
agency Interpol launched an international appeal to find
eight men suspected of murdering or committing vio-
lence against women.

‘Electric shock’
The French government is among those to face sus-

tained pressure for reform - at least 117 women have
been killed by their partner or former partner since the
start of the year, according to a count by AFP, compared
with 121 women last year. Also, 213,000 women have suf-
fered physical or sexual violence carried out by their
partner or ex-partner, according to the latest official fig-
ures. The lights of the Eiffel Tower were switched off for
one minute at midnight to mark the day.

Prime Minister Edouard Philippe said he hoped his
new measures would deliver an “electric shock” by
focusing on ending “absurdities” and “dysfunctional
aspects” in the law. He said the measures, to be put to
parliament in January, would be backed by 360 million
euros ($400 million) of additional funding. Advocates for
women’s rights broadly welcomed Philippe’s announce-
ment but called for more concrete help. “What is needed
is to bolster special measures such as offering sanctuary
and then supporting the victims,” said Francoise Brie,
who heads the National Federation of Women’s
Solidarity.

Equality Minister Marlene Schiappa promised that the
new measures would be funded, but also stressed in a
newspaper interview that the “fight against marital vio-
lence is not just a question of money”. An AFP examina-

tion this month of every case of femicide in France
showed how the justice system had failed to act in the
face of warning signs of the potential for violence. But in

an open letter Monday, more than a dozen top French
judges urged women to keep faith in a system that is
“improving and adapting itself”. — AFP 

Tens of thousands rally worldwide
against ‘violence against women’ 

In violent protest, Mexican women demand action on femicide, rape

Slash emissions 
now or miss 1.5C 
goal, UN warns
PARIS: The world will miss its chance to avert climate
disaster without an immediate and all-but-impossible
fall in fossil fuel emissions, the UN said yesterday in its
annual assessment on greenhouse gases. The United
Nations Environment Program said that global emis-
sions need to fall by 7.6 percent, each year, every year
until 2030 to limit global temperature rises to 1.5C. 

The harsh reality is that emissions have risen on
average 1.5 percent annually over the last decade, hit-
ting a record 55.3 billion tons of CO2 or equivalent
greenhouse gases in 2018 - three years after 195
countries signed the Paris treaty on climate change.
The World Meterological Organization said Monday
that atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations hit
an all-time record in 2018.

The Paris deal committed nations to limit tempera-
ture rises above pre-industrial levels to “well below”
2C, and to a safer 1.5-C if at all possible. To do so they
agreed on the need to reduce emissions and work
towards a low-carbon world within decades. Yet the
UN found that even taking into account current Paris
pledges, the world is on track for a 3.2C temperature
rise, something scientists fear could tear at the fabric of
society. Even if every country made good on its prom-
ises, Earth’s “carbon budget” for a 1.5-C rise - the
amount we can emit to stay below a certain tempera-
ture threshold - would be exhausted within a decade.

In its own words, the UN assessment is “bleak”.
While it insisted the 1.5-C goal is still attainable, it
acknowledged that this would require an unprece-
dented, coordinated upheaval of a global economy
that is still fuelled overwhelmingly by oil- and gas-
fuelled growth. “We are failing to curb greenhouse
gas emissions,” UNEP’s executive director, Inger
Andersen, told AFP. “Unless we take urgent action
now and make very significant cuts to global emis-
sions we’re going to miss the target of 1.5C.”

Cost of inaction
The Emissions Gap report, now in its tenth year,

also details the cost of a decade of government inac-
tion. Had serious climate action begun in 2010, just
after the Copenhagen summit that breathed new life
into the debate, annual needed emissions cuts would
be 0.7 percent for 2C of warming and 3.3 percent for
1.5C.  “10 years of climate procrastination has led us
to where we are today,” said Andersen. 

The report highlighted specific “opportunities” for
big emitters to push their economies into line with the
Paris goals. While advice varies between countries,
the theme is clear: completely phase out coal, signifi-
cantly pare back oil and gas, and dramatically build
up renewable energy. G20 nations were singled out as
laggards: although they produce around 78 percent
of all emissions, only 15 rich nations have outlined
plans to reach net-zero. The Trump administration,
meanwhile, notified the UN earlier this month that the
US will pull out of the Paris treaty, and has taken
steps to boost fossil fuel production, including subsi-
dies for technology to capture and store CO2 emis-
sions from power plants.  In all, countries must
increase their contributions to the climate fight five-
fold to deliver the cuts needed for 1.5C. 

Last year the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change - the world’s leading scientific body on the
subject - issued a stark warning that going beyond
1.5C would increase the frequency and intensity of
heatwaves, superstorms and mass flooding. With just
1C of warming so far, 2019 is projected to be the sec-
ond hottest in human history, a year marred by deadly
wildfires and cyclones rendered more frequent as
temperatures climb.  And despite the need for urgent
action, with global energy demand set to continue ris-
ing for years, the UN itself conceded yesterday that
“there is no sign of (greenhouse) gas emissions peak-
ing in the next few years.” That turning point should
have come years ago, said Alden Meyer, director of
policy at the Union of Concerned Scientists. — AFP

BOGOTA: Women demonstrate on the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women during a
national strike on Monday. — AFP 

In Mali, dreams and 
sadness for the Sahel 
express railway
BAMAKO: The sign above the station entrance declares
that this is the Dakar-Niger Railway: the start of a trek
from the arid Sahel to the tropical Atlantic, 1,300 kilome-
ters away. But for those hoping to buy a ticket for a leg-
endary journey, disappointment awaits. Not a single train
has travelled on the line connecting the capitals of Mali and
Senegal since May 17, 2018. Today, knee-high weeds grow
on the track at Bamako station. The beloved green train
carriages - once Mali’s lifeblood - lie rusting and aban-
doned, their toilets taken over by beggars. Nevertheless
many of the railway’s workers - unpaid but still technically
employed - continue to show up at the station, a colonial-
era bijou in ochre stone, complete with clock and signs for
the ticket office. There, they while away the hours playing
cards, snoozing on a bench or chatting in the now deserted
offices, where talk inevitably turns to the glory days.

Halcyon times
“It was non-stop partying,” recalls driver Moussa Keita,

who for 38 years would take the train on its long haul to
the Mali-Senegal border, where drivers would change
over. Every village along the track would fete the arrival of
the train, which brought in fresh fish from the coast or a
precious package from Europe, as well as freight, its main-
stay. The platforms would be swirling with color and
charged with emotions as families greeted loved ones or
bade them farewell.

The Dakar-Bamako line was conceived in the late 19th
century in the heyday of France’s colonial era as a means
to haul valuable commodities from the heart of its African
possessions and link Mali - then called French Sudan - to
the distant coast. A quarter of a century went by as engi-
neers and armies of colonial workers carved out the track
from scorched terrain, before the line was inaugurated in
1924. Its trains became a source of deep national pride.
“You can’t imagine how this station looked when the train
arrived and the whistle blew,” said Keita. “We were stars,
we had girlfriends in every station on the line.”

Musical tracks
In 1970, the station cafeteria became the unlikely start-

ing point of what grew into the legendary group, the Rail
Band, formed by some of the cream of Mali’s musicians. “It
all began here!” recalls the group’s drummer and co-
founder, Mamadou Bakayoko, his eyes twinkling as he
recalled the band’s lineup and all-night parties that would
draw “hundreds” of revelers. “Over there, we had Salif
Keita on the mic, here we had Tidjani Kone on sax and
Mory Kante on balafon,” a local xylophone, he said. But
that was a bygone era. 

For about 10 years Mali has been battling a deadly con-
flict which began with a jihadist insurgency in the north,
spreading to the centre and into neighboring countries.
Bamako has seen a number of attacks but has largely
escaped the wider conflict. Like elsewhere however, the
rail line has been overtaken by road transport, albeit
blighted in Mali by frequent bus crashes. So poor a state is
the road between Bamako and the border that it has
prompted huge protests in recent months.

As revenues bled away, Mali and Senegal no longer had
the money to subsidize the cherished rail line. In 2003, the
railway was privatized. One after another, Canadian, US

and French interests all chanced their arm. That, too, failed,
and in 2015 came the last roll of the dice - dual state con-
trol. But the stratospheric cost of renovating the line was
too much. “By the end, we had to have speed limits of 30
kilometers per hour - before, the trains used to race along
at 80 kph,” said Mahamane Thienta, who worked as an
inspector for 37 years.

‘Nation’s memory’ 
The Dakar-Bamako Ferroviaire company still technical-

ly employs 428 workers, but none has been paid for 10
months. In an old hangar, working without computer or
light - the electricity was cut off several years ago -
Moussa Traore is deep in piles of dusty boxes. He is the
railway’s official archivist, taking care of 14 tons of photos
and documents.  “A lot of the managers don’t understand
why I keep these documents,” Traore, clad in traditional
robes, said, as he showed off old photo albums dating from
1956. “This railway is the nation’s memory - in its opera-
tions, its economic value, its history and culture. We must
not forget it.”   — AFP 

Ultra-Orthodox
Jews fight
domestic violence
in Israel
KFAR SABA: “If you are scared, that is not
shlom bayit,” reads the slogan that Esty
Shushan hopes will encourage religious
Jewish Israeli women like her to leave vio-
lent marriages. The phrase, which literally
translates as “peaceful home”, is vitally
important in Judaism - meaning an obliga-
tion to protect the unity of the family.
Shushan, 42, is making sure to frame her
organization’s campaign in the language of
her ultra-Orthodox community, which
makes up around 10 percent of Israel’s
population.

Seven years ago, driven by high levels
of gender inequality in her community,
Shushan co-founded an association to
improve ultra-Orthodox women’s visibility
and political representation. Called
Nivcharot, meaning “The Chosen”, it now
has around 15,000 supporters. Ultra-
Orthodox Jews live in close-knit communi-
ties often closed off to the wider world,
with patriarchal family structures common.
Shushan and her colleagues hope that
ultra-Orthodox women will be more com-
fortable opening up to others from their

own community. In a room in an educa-
tional centre in the city of Kfar Saba north
of Tel Aviv in central Israel, they meet to
finalize their new campaign. Hair hidden
under hats or wigs, they wear long clothes
that cover their elbows and knees, preserv-
ing their modesty in the traditional way for
ultra-Orthodox Jews. Over pizza and soft
drinks, they strategize how best to encour-
age victims to speak out.

Rabbi first 
Violence against women occurs through-

out Israeli society, said Mally Shechory
Bitton, a couples therapist and professor at
Ariel University in the Israeli settlement of
Ariel in the occupied West Bank. But in
ultra-Orthodox communities there is also a
taboo on discussing it, she said, with a feel-
ing that you “shouldn’t wash your dirty linen
in public”. “Orthodox women turn to the
rabbi before turning to the police, which also
makes the phenomenon of domestic violence
difficult to quantify,” she said.

Abuse is not only physical but can be
psychological, sexual and even economic,
she added. In ultra-Orthodox communities,
men tend to focus only on reading sacred
Jewish texts, often relying on women to
earn a salary. Despite this, sometimes
“women have their credit cards taken by
their husbands,” Shechory Bitton said.
Attitudes have evolved, however, and two
shelters for abused religious women have
opened in recent years. “Awareness is
growing but it is stil l  not enough,”
Shechory Bitton said.

Spilled wine 
Back in Kfar Saba, Shushan and her col-

leagues hunch over a computer selecting
images to distribute for the International
Day for the Elimination of Violence Against
Women on Nov 25. They are careful to
maintain conservative social norms, and
avoid images directly depicting gender-
based violence. Instead they choose a pho-
to of wine spilled on a white tablecloth
accompanied by the shlom bayit slogan,
hinting at violence during the traditional
weekly Shabbat dinner. Shushan hopes the
campaign can educate women “not to stay
in unhealthy relationships”. Raheli

Morgenstern, 31, another member of the
organization, said religious women are
taught from an early age the importance of
the sanctity of the home. This can lead, she
said, to abused women staying silent over
fears of ostracization or “shame”. “Marriage
is sacred for Jews and the ultra-Orthodox in
particular, but you shouldn’t stay married at
any cost,” she said. Morgenstern says
divorce, even if it is permitted under Jewish
law, often has “a very, very high price,” with
ultra-Orthodox women who pursue separa-
tion often excluded from their community.
Nivcharot’s campaign will be shared on
WhatsApp and social media. — AFP 

BAMAKO: Employees of the central train station prepare tea on Oct 21, 2019. — AFP 

KFAR SABA: A picture taken on Nov 18, 2019, shows Israeli activists (from left) Esti
Shushan, Rachel Morgerstern, Hila Hassan Lefkowitz, Esther Twersky, and Yael Elimelech of
the Nivcharot foundation, an ultra-Orthodox feminist group, during a work meeting. — AFP 


