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Cameroon main 
opposition leader 
Kamto released
YAOUNDE: Cameroon’s main opposi-
tion leader Maurice Kamto walked free
from jail Saturday after a military court
ordered his release at the behest of
veteran President Paul Biya. The sur-
prise conciliatory gesture comes as the
president is facing a number of domes-
tic crises and international criticism
over political freedoms. “We are here
today thanks to your constant sup-
port,” Kamto, who had spent nine
months behind bars, told hundreds of
supporters who gathered to greet him.
“I saw you even when you couldn’t see
me.” He announced a “new chapter in
our struggle”, adding that “if some
people think that our liberation means
the end of our struggle they have
understood nothing”.

The struggle would be “peaceful”, he
said before being driven away surround-
ed by a dozen-strong escort of klaxon-
blaring vehicles. Kamto, 65, was arrested
in late January after months of peaceful
opposition protests over the results of
the October 2018 election. He went on
trial with dozens of others in a military
court in September on charges of insur-
rection, hostility to the motherland and
rebellion - crimes which could be given
the death penalty, though this is no
longer carried out in Cameroon.

‘Welcome step’ 
Biya, 86, has ruled Cameroon with

an iron fist for nearly 37 years. On
Friday he announced he had ordered
prosecutions to be dropped against
“some” opposition leaders, including a
number from the main Movement for
the Rebirth of Cameroon (MRC) which
Kamto leads. More than 100 people in
detention are also now set for release
“if they have not been detained for
anything else”, the military court said.

They include Biya’s former economic
advisor Christian Penda Ekoka, lawyer
Michele Ndoki and rapper Valsero, well
known for songs critical of the ruling
establishment. Amnesty International
called Biya’s decision “a welcome step
towards ending the long repression of
dissenting voices in Cameroon”. But
the organization also called on authori-
ties to “go further by releasing all other
individuals arbitrarily detained for hav-
ing exercised their right to freedom of
expression and peaceful assembly”.

As the opposition leader arrived at
his home in a residential neighbor-
hood of Yaounde following his release,
he was met by dozens of cheering,
dancing young people . “Maur ice
Kamto, save us,” the crowd chanted.
Most of those gathered were under
30 and - like around 75 percent of the
population - would not have known
another leader than Biya. “We are
tired of this system that has been in
place for 37 years,” said one protest-
er, Abraham. “We want alternance in
power. We want a new momentum for
our country.”

‘Crises and conflicts’ 
Biya’s shock announcement Friday

came on the closing day of crunch talks
aimed at easing a bloody crisis in
Cameroon’s anglophone regions, which
were shunned by the main separatist
leaders. The talks also ended with a
proposal to give more autonomy to the
English-speaking regions, where a two-
year armed campaign for independence
has been met with a brutal crackdown
and cost nearly 3,000 lives, according
to the International Crisis Group. In
addition, Biya had Thursday announced
the shelving of an investigation and the
release of 333 people detained during

the crisis. The two areas in western
Cameroon - the Northwest Region and
Southwest Region - are home to most
of the country’s anglophones, who
account for about a fifth of a popula-
tion that is overwhelmingly French-
speaking. A presidential statement
Saturday said that “the head of state
reaffirms his determination to pursue
relentlessly his efforts seeking ways
and means to resolve peaceably the
crises and conflicts confronting our
country”. The apparent seachange in
Biya’s approach comes after months of
intransigence and follows international
pressure. —AFP

Mali conflict 
robs displaced 
children of
school
SEGOU: In a better world, nine-year-old
Oumou Tomboura would have already
had several years of schooling behind
her and be able to write, read and count.
But in Mali, education is another casual-
ty of conflict. When the new academic
year began last week, Oumou sat not on
a classroom bench but on a mat out-
doors in the southern-central town of
Segou, chopping onions and tomatoes
for the next meal.

Her family is among tens of thousands
to have fled jihadist groups working their
way southwards from the desert north to
central Mali in a seven-year-old insur-
gency, battling the army and its allies. Six
months ago, Oumou’s mother, Fatouma
Dja, 29, left the dangerous village of
Mamba, finding refuge for her three chil-
dren 200 kilometers away.

“Of course I would like her to go to
school, but it isn’t possible,” Dja said.
“When Oumou was old enough to go to
school in Mamba, jihadists came and
threatened the teachers and the school
was closed. So she never went,” Dja said
wearily, bearing her youngest child on
her back. Renowned for venerable cen-
tres of learning and trade down the cen-
turies such as Timbuktu on the southern

edge of the Sahara and for a remarkable
musical heritage, Mali is badly battered
by the revolt.

A fresh blow came this week with the
deadliest jihadist raids of the insurgency
on two military camps in central Mali,
where 38 soldiers were declared killed
and dozens missing. In Segou, not a sin-
gle school admitted displaced children
alongside the town pupils on Tuesday,
when classes resumed. The situation in
Segou is overwhelming - more than
20,000 people have taken refuge there,
and Mali is a desperately poor nation.

Sermons and illiteracy
But Abdoulaye Diallo, a member of

Segou’s Educational Action Committee,
which oversees primary schooling in the
town, said displaced families should not
despair. “The displaced should come and
register with us, so we can point them to
a school that will take them,” he said. Dja
said she was not informed of this.

In any case, she was busy doing her
sums, totting up the cost of new clothes,
shoes and school supplies. “It will cost
50,000 CFA francs (76 euros, $83) and
I don’t have that,” she said, lowering her
eyes. The new school year will be just
as hard for those who stayed behind.
One school in three has shut down in
the Mopti region, which is most affect-
ed by raids from jihadists loyal to ethnic
Fulani - or Peul - preacher Amadou
Koufa. The raids prompt retaliatory vio-
lence by self-proclaimed community
defence militias.

Across Mali, 920 schools are listed as
closed, more than two-thirds of them in
the three central regions - Mopti, Segou

and Koulikoro. At the local education
authority in Segou, regional director
Itous Ag Ahmed Iknan, said he had just
been informed of dramatic events in the
village of Souba. The previous week,
eight jihadists had gone there, where
they preached for 50 minutes. “In their
preaching, they insisted that schools be
closed,” he said. “The army has to come
back, so that the zone can be secured,
otherwise the schools will not re-open.”

Teacher exodus
French military intervention in 2013

drove jihadist forces out of key northern
towns including Timbuktu, Gao and

Kidal, and Paris today lends military sup-
port to the Malian army and regional
troops of the G5 Sahel force set up to
counter insurgents. Jihadist forces have
steadily moved into the centre, usually
adopting guerilla tactics. 

Violence by armed groups has also
led to school closures in neighboring
Burkina Faso and Niger, according to the
UN. The Bamako government and inter-
national organizations have responded
with lessons by radio, a framework of
psychiatric support to help children
affected by trauma or post-traumatic
stress, and ad-hoc learning centers in
villages and camps. —AFP

SEGOU: Two displaced children lie down to watch the television in the court of a
house in Segou. In central Mali, in the heart of Sahel bogged down in a conflict
that worsen since 2012, education has become a luxury. —AFP

Paris police 
attacker had 
‘radical vision 
of Islam’
PARIS: A staffer at Paris police headquarters who stabbed
four colleagues to death in a frenzied attack adhered to “a
radical vision of Islam”, an anti-terror prosecutor said
Saturday, amid a gathering political storm over security
safeguards. The 45-year-old computer expert had been in
contact with members of Salafism, an ultra-conservative
branch of Sunni Islam, and defended “atrocities committed
in the name of that religion”, Jean-Francois Ricard told
reporters.

Three police officers and an administrative worker -
three men and one woman - died in the lunchtime attack on
Thursday at the police headquarters, a stone’s throw from
the Notre-Dame cathedral in the historic heart of Paris. The
assailant, named as Mickael Harpon, was shot dead by a
policeman, who was a trainee at the police headquarters.
The attack sent shock waves through an embattled French
police force already complaining of low morale and has
raised serious concerns over security procedures.

Harpon, born on the French overseas territory of
Martinique in the Caribbean, converted to Islam about 10
years ago, the prosecutor said. He had no police record but
was investigated for domestic violence in 2009. Sources
said he had worked in a section of the police service dedi-
cated to collecting information on jihadist radicalisation.
Harpon held a high-level “defense secrets” security clear-
ance, which authorized him to handle sensitive information
of national defense importance and would have subjected
him to regular, stringent security checks.

On the morning of his “extremely violent” attack,
Harpon bought two knives - a 33-centimetre long kitchen
knife and an oyster knife - which he kept hidden, Ricard
said. He showed “absolutely no signs of nervousness” as
he circled back to police headquarters, according to
CCTV footage examined by police, the prosecutor said.
The attack, from his return to the office, the killings and his
death by police bullets, lasted seven minutes, Ricard said.
He first killed a 50-year old police major and a 38-year old
guard who worked in the same office as Harpon and were
having lunch at their desks. —AFP

TUNIS: Outsider candidates challenged Tunisia’s politi-
cal elite yesterday as voters returned to the polls weeks
after a presidential election that reshaped the country’s
post-Arab Spring political landscape. The ink-stained
fingers once proudly displayed after the 2011 revolution
were briskly wiped clean as Tunisians fed up with the
status quo cast ballots for MPs for the third time since
the uprising. The vote comes after traditional political
parties were eclipsed in favor of independent candi-
dates during the first round of presidential polls last
month in a trend that looked likely to continue. 

Sixty-year-old voter Mohamed Daadaa said he had
“no hope for a positive change” in Tunisia. “I don’t trust
anyone or any political party. Life just gets worse in this
country,” he said. More than 15,000 candidates on
1,500 lists are contesting 217 seats in a parliament
dominated by the Islamist-inspired Ennahdha in
alliance with centrist party Nidaa Tounes, which has
been decimated by infighting.

Polling stations for the seven-million electorate are
to remain open until 6:00 pm (1700 GMT), with pre-
liminary official results scheduled for Wednesday
although exit polls will be released from later. Surveys
circulated informally due to a ban on their publication
predict Ennahdha will lose ground to the new Qalb
Tounes (Heart of Tunisia) party of jailed business
tycoon Nabil Karoui, who has won a place in a two-
way presidential runoff on October 13.

The sidelining of the ruling political class in the first
round on September 15 was rooted in frustration over a
stagnant economy, high unemployment, failing public
services and rising prices. But monitors worried voters
yesterday found little inspiration at the ballot box.
“People no longer trust the old parties, and they don’t
know the new ones, so they’re not motivated in this

election,” said Ali Rekiki, who works with Tunisian elec-
toral monitor Mourakiboun.

New movements vie for vote 
Karoui, a media mogul held since August on money-

laundering charges, came second behind Kais Saied, an
independent law professor, in the first round of presi-
dential voting. Courts have rejected several appeals for
his release during campaigning. Interim president
Mohammed Ennaceur-filling in since the death of Beji
Caid Essebsi in July brought forward the vote for head
of state-warned Friday that Karoui’s detention could
have “serious and dangerous repercussions on the
electoral process”. The presidential race may have
overshadowed the legislative contest, but parliament is
responsible for tackling the main challenges facing
Tunisian society.

A strong showing for Qalb Tounes could bolster
Karoui’s campaign and supporters say it might make a
case for him to take over as prime minister if he loses to
Saied. The socially conservative professor has not come
out in support of any party. With the electorate tired of
political maneuvering and the failure to improve living
conditions since the ouster of late longtime autocrat
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, new movements have been
vying for votes.

Aich Tounsi, which calls itself an “anti-party”, has
emerged from the civil society movement, while Islamist
populist lawyer Seifeddine Makhlouf’s Karama aims to
take seats from Ennahdha, which has been weakened
by past alliances with political elites. With the plethora
of parties and movements in contention, the stage is set
for complex and rowdy negotiations before any side
emerges with the minimum 109 seats needed to head
Tunisia’s next government.

In the runup to the vote, Qalb Tounes and Ennahdha
have officially ruled out forming an alliance. Parliament
will have two months to agree on the formation of a
new government in a country hailed as the Arab
Spring’s sole democratic success story but straining to

meet the revolution’s other demands of “work and dig-
nity”. While it has succeeded in curbing terrorist
attacks that rocked the key tourist sector in 2015,
Tunisia’s economy remains hampered by austere
International Monetary Fund-backed reforms.—AFP

Economic troubles have disillusioned many voters

Outsider candidates battle 
political elite as Tunisia votes

PARIS: Two emergency members stand by the body of
Mickael Harpon, 45-year-old computer expert, shot dead
by a policeman after he stabbed four colleagues to death
in a frenzied attack at Paris police headquarters. —AFP

TUNIS: Tunisians queue to cast their ballot at a polling station in the capital Tunis yesterday during the
third round of legislative elections since the North African country’s 2011 revolution. —AFP

YAOUNDE: Cameroonian opposition leader Maurice Kamto is greeted and acclaimed
by hundreds of supporters in Yaounde after his release from prison. —AFP


