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Many years after gruesome militia 
raid, fear still grips Darfur village

SRINAGAR: Text messaging services were
blocked in Indian Kashmir just hours after
being restored when a truck driver was killed
by suspected militants and his vehicle set
ablaze, authorities said yesterday. Separately
Indian officials said that a 24-year-old woman
died in the latest exchange of artillery fire with
Pakistan over their de-facto border dividing
the blood-soaked Himalayan region.

Security sources said the decision to cut
text messaging services was taken to reduce
the ability of militants to communicate. Indian
authorities had only restored call and text
services for mobile phones on Monday, follow-
ing a 72-day blackout in the restive northern
territory imposed after New Delhi scrapped
the region’s semi-autonomous status.

The seven mil l ion-plus people of the
Kashmir Valley — the main hotbed of resist-
ance to Indian rule — are still cut off from the
internet, however. Authorities said SMS servic-
es were cut again on Monday night following
the attack on the driver of a truck carrying
apples in Shopian. Residents said two masked
gunmen told the driver to use his truck to
block the road, but it skidded and got stuck.
“The gunmen then fired at the truck and set it
on fire,” a witness told AFP. 

Apples are a sensitive issue in Kashmir,
which exports vast quantities of the fruit to
markets across India. Many orchard owners
say they are refusing to harvest this year to
protest against the government’s move to scrap
Kashmir’s autonomy. Indian authorities say
that militants — backed by arch-rival Pakistan
— have been intimidating farmers and busi-
nessmen.

Cross-border fire 
The latest death from Pakistani artillery fire

over the Line of Control  (LoC) dividing
Kashmir brings the number of fatalities on the
Indian side to three in the past four days, the
Press Trust of India reported. Two Indian sol-
diers were killed in two separate incidents on
Friday and Sunday, PTI said. It was unclear if
there were any fatalities from Indian fire on the
Pakistani side.

Also yesterday, police arrested 13 women
activists in Srinagar after they staged a protest
calling for civil liberties and the release of
detainees. The women, wearing black arm-
bands, were arrested for “breaching the peace”
and for a contravening a ban in place since
early August on public gatherings of more than
four people, police said.

They included the sister and daughter of
former chief minister Farooq Abdullah, one of
several hundred local politicians, lawyers and
others in custody since early August, mostly
without charge. 

Abdullah, 81, was formally arrested in mid-
September under the highly contentious
Public Safety Act (PSA) that allows someone
to be held for up to two years without charge,
and which has been used widely in Kashmir in
recent years. Rebels have been fighting for
three decades some 500,000 Indian soldiers
deployed in the territory, demanding inde-
pendence or to join Pakistan which also con-
trols part of the region and, like India, claims
it in full. — AFP

India blocks SMS 
services in Kashmir 
after trucker killed

‘I was handcuffed and hung from a tree with a rope around my neck, but I survived ‘

Rajapakse vows 
to scrap Sri Lanka 
war crimes probe 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s front-running presidential
candidate Gotabhaya Rajapakse vowed yesterday
that if elected he will scrap Colombo’s pledge to
investigate war crimes committed during his brother
Mahinda’s decade in power. Gotabhaya was defence
secretary during his brother’s rule, when troops were
accused of killing up to 40,000 Tamil civilians while
crushing the Tamil Tigers.

A later government co-sponsored a US-led resolu-
tion to appoint an independent panel to look into the
actions of both sides in the final stages of Sri Lanka’s
bloody separatist conflict, although it was never
formed. But yesterday the 70-year-old Gotabhaya
said he would not honor the commitments made to the
UN Human Rights Council, saying people needed to
“move on” In response to questions by AFP about Sri
Lanka’s wartime human rights record, he said: “Why
are you talking all the time on the past. Ask (about) the
future. “I am trying to become the president of the
future Sri Lanka. So if you concentrate on the future, it
is better.” He said even the Tamils were more interest-
ed in jobs, education and infrastructure than raking
over the past. The Rajapakses insist no civilians were
killed by government forces in the latter stages of the
war, and accuse the rebels of using tens of thousands
of civilians as human shields.

At least 100,000 people were killed in the conflict
between 1972 and 2009. Mahinda Rajapakse’s admin-
istration was on the verge of international sanctions
because of its refusal to investigate the alleged war
crimes when he was defeated at the January 2015
elections. Gotabhaya Rajapakse was addressing the
press yesterday for the first time since launching his
bid to become president in an election scheduled for
November 16. The presidential poll has attracted a
record 35 candidates, with nearly 16 million people
eligible to vote. — AFP 

SHATTAYA:  Sudanese farmer Suleiman Yakub vividly
remembers the day he was hung from a tree and left to die
by Arab militiamen who attacked his village in Darfur,
killing, looting and burning. “Villagers were executed in
front of me,” said Yakub, 59, a resident of Shattaya village,
which was attacked by the notorious Janjaweed militia in
February 2004 when the conflict in Sudan’s western region
of Darfur was at its peak.

“I was handcuffed and hung from a tree with a rope
around my neck, but I survived,” he said, showing the scar
on his neck. “We still don’t feel safe.” The fighting in Darfur
erupted in 2003 when ethnic African rebels took up arms
against Khartoum’s then Arab-dominated government of
now-ousted leader Omar Al-Bashir, alleging racial discrimi-
nation, marginalization and exclusion. Khartoum responded
by unleashing the Janjaweed, a group of mostly Arab raid-
ing nomads that it recruited and armed to create a militia of
gunmen who were often mounted on horses or camels.

They have been accused of applying a scorched earth
policy against ethnic groups suspected of supporting the
rebels, raping, killing, looting and burning villages. The
campaign earned Bashir and others arrest warrants from
the International Criminal Court (ICC). About 300,000
people have been killed and 2.5 million displaced in the
conflict, the United Nations says. Thousands of peace-
keeping troops from a joint UN-African Union mission
were deployed in 2007 to curb the conflict, but their num-
bers have been gradually reduced since mid-2018 as the
conflict has subsided.

Many Shattaya residents, like Yakub, have tentatively
started to return to their homes, made of mud brick and
thatch, after living in run-down camps for years. Their vil-
lage was one of those that faced the brunt of the attack
unleashed by the Janjaweed in the early years of the con-
flict. Residents say about 1,800 villagers were killed when
gunmen on horses, camels and motorcycles tore through
the village, firing guns and rocket-propelled grenades.

Vow to bring peace 
The Hague-based ICC has charged Bashir with war

crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide for abuses in
Darfur, including for atrocities committed in Shattaya. Bashir
was ousted by his army in April after months of nationwide
protests against his iron-fisted rule of three decades. But
tensions remain over land ownership in Darfur, and those
responsible for the war’s darkest years have not been
brought to justice. Sudan’s new authorities who came to
power after Bashir’s overthrow have vowed to end the con-
flict in Darfur as well as in the states of Blue Nile and South
Kordofan. They are holding peace talks this week in Juba,
the capital of South Sudan, with three rebel groups who
fought Bashir’s forces in these regions. After more than 15
years, the brutality unleashed on Shattaya, whose residents
are mainly from the African Fur tribe, is still evident.

Most houses in Shattaya are severely damaged and
charred, with residents who have returned living in make-
shift shelters, an AFP correspondent who visited the vil-
lage reported. The road to Shattaya is unpaved and dusty,
and riddled with pools of muddy water. Villagers complain
that armed men are still in the area, and that lands confis-
cated by Arab pastoralists have not been returned. “We
have not got back our farm,” said Mohamed Izhak, 29, who
claims his family owned a lemon and orange orchard on
the outskirts of the village. Izhak returned to Shattaya last
year, after living in a camp for years alongside tens of
thousands of people displaced by the conflict.

‘We are scared’ 
Izhak said his father, two brothers and three uncles

were killed in the 2004 attack. “We don’t feel safe, even
now... we are unable to build proper homes, we are living
in small shelters made from plastic and dry grass.” Haj
Abdelrahman, 63, lives in a room that survived the
destruction of his home. When he returned to Shattaya, he
found Arab pastoralists occupying his family’s farm.

“The farm is destroyed, they have cut the trees,”
Abdelrahman said, adding that he was wary of talking to
the pastoralists “because they are armed”. “They are not
stealing our livestock anymore, but if they are not dis-
armed we will not feel fully secure. We also want our land
back.” Many villagers are planting vegetables just outside

what is left of their houses, hoping that one day they will
get their farms back. “I have my farm outside the village,
but I cannot go there because I don’t feel safe,” Siddiq
Youssef told AFP. “If those militiamen are not disarmed,
then we can’t have peace. We are scared even now when
we see them.” — AFP 

SHATTAYA: A Sudanese woman dries crops outside her house on October 10, 2019 in the village of Shattaya, some
150 kms west of Niayla, the capital of Sudan’s southern Darfur region, following her return home last year after
more than a decade of being displaced. — AFP

Mozambique votes in 
tense election after 
violent campaign
MAPUTO: Mozambique began voting in a general election
yesterday that some fear could test the country’s fragile
peace, after a heated campaign marred by violence and
allegations of electoral fraud. The Frelimo party, which has
ruled the impoverished southern African nation since inde-
pendence from Portugal in 1975, is widely expected to
again beat its former civil war foe Renamo, a rebel group
turned main opposition party.

President Filipe Nyusi, who cast his ballot at a school in
the capital Maputo as polls opened at 7:00 am (0500 GMT),
called on voters to show “the world we stand for democracy
and tolerance”. “Mozambique has chosen to move forward
peacefully,” the Frelimo leader said, adding that more than
more than 4,000 observers had been deployed in the most-
watched election in the country’s history. Opinion polls pre-
dict Nyusi, 60, will win a second five-year term, despite his
popularity taking a hit from chronic unrest and a financial cri-
sis linked to alleged state corruption.

Walter Carlitos Zucula, a 20-year-old student at a
Maputo polling booth, said he would vote to re-elect
Nyusi.  “The development of our country is in our hands,”
he said, adding that he wanted more jobs for young peo-
ple. Around 13 million of Mozambique’s 30 million citizens
are registered to vote in elections for the presidency, par-
liament and provincial governors. Ballotting is take place at
more than 20,000 polling stations, which close at 6:00 pm
(1600 GMT). Preliminary results are expected to be
announced on Thursday.

‘Test for democracy’ 
After 44 years at the helm, Frelimo will likely see its

stranglehold on power loosen due to a deal with Renamo
to allow voters to vote for provincial governors, who had
previously been nominated by the government. Renamo
is predicted to take control of three to five of
Mozambique’s 10 provinces, according to analysts. “This
election will be a test for democracy,” said Ericino de
Salema of the Electoral Institute for Sustainable
Democracy in Africa. “For the first time, the political
geography of the country may change substantially, it
may even lead to confrontation.”

Renamo’s candidate Ossufo Momade, 58, called on
Nyusi to respect the will of people. “If these results are
manipulated we will never accept them, we do not want a
return to the problems of the past,” Momade told the
media after casting his vote. Momade heads a party of
former anti-communist rebels who fought a brutal civil
war with Frelimo from 1975-1992, devastating the econo-
my and leaving almost one million people dead. 

Renamo picked up arms again from 2013 to 2016, but
tensions continued until Nyusi and Momade sealed a peace
deal in August. But an armed breakaway faction of Renamo

has rejected Momade’s candidacy and threatened to attack
campaign events, raising fears the triple polls could be
marred by bloodshed. The six-week campaign was one of
the most violent in the country’s turbulent history, with
candidates threatened, election material destroyed, and
deadly clashes breaking out between supporters.

The situation escalated last week when a prominent
election observer was shot dead at the wheel of his car in
the southeastern Gaza province by members of a special
police unit. The opposition has already accused Frelimo of
tampering with the vote, and civil society groups have
estimated there are hundreds of thousands of “ghost vot-
ers” — names on the electoral roll not aligned with real,
potential voters.

“We definitely have some irregularities that put stains
on the whole process,” said Hermenegildo Mulhovo of
election monitoring group Sala da Paz. Lutero Simango,
an MP of the country’s third biggest party MDM, accused
Frelimo of “using all state means, including police and
secret services, to intimidate people”.

Scandals and setbacks 
Frelimo suffered its worst result at the ballot box —

51.8 percent — in local elections last year and has been
severely weakened in recent years. In 2016 it was
revealed the government secretly borrowed $2 billion,
sparking the worst financial crisis in the country’s history
and uncovering a vast corruption network with links to
the regime.

The government is also battling to recover from two
devastating cyclones in March which displaced nearly two
million people.  And a shadowy jihadist insurgency that
has killed hundreds in the northernmost Cabo Delgado
province has delayed development of one of the govern-
ment’s biggest selling points — the discovery of vast gas
reserves that is hoped to put billions in state coffers and
lift millions out of poverty. The instability has already
forced the National Election Commission to close 10
polling stations.  — AFP 

UN: 85 civilians 
killed during Afghan
election campaign 
KABUL: Hundreds of people were killed or wounded in
violence related to Afghanistan’s recent presidential
election season as the Taleban sought to undermine the
democratic process, a UN agency said yesterday. The
United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
(UNAMA) reported that 85 people were killed and
another 373 wounded in election violence during the
period from June 8 to September 30.

On polling day alone, 28 civilians were killed and 249
injured. Children accounted for more than one-third of
the victims. Despite the high toll, Afghan security forces
said election day was a success because the Taleban
failed to pull off any large-scale attacks that stole the
headlines. The majority of Taleban attacks involved the
use of rockets, grenades and mortars, as well as home-
made bombs planted near polling centres, including
schools, the report found.

On July 28, the same day as the election campaign
started, militants targeted the office of Ghani’s running
mate Amrullah Saleh in Kabul, killing 21 people and
wounding another 50. “These attacks, along with pub-
lic statements made by the Taleban, revealed a deliber-
ate campaign intended to undermine the electoral
process and deprive Afghan citizens of their right to
participate in this important political process, freely
and without fear,” Tadamichi Yamamoto, the UN sec-
retary-general’s special representative for
Afghanistan, said in a statement.

The casualty figures are actually a substantial
improvement on the run-up to parliamentary elections
held a year ago, when UNAMA tallied 226 deaths and
781 injuries. Final election turnout figures have yet to be
released but it appears participation in this year’s first
round presidential vote is at record low levels. Voters
stayed away, wary of repeated Taleban threats to attack
polling stations and also despondent about the chances
of their ballots being fairly counted in a country that
has seen systemic and large-scale electoral fraud.

The Independent Election Commission however
insists multiple safeguards including biometric verifica-
tion will make this year’s vote the cleanest yet.
Preliminary results are due Saturday, though officials
have suggested this date will be pushed back a few
days. The race is seen as a two-horse steeplechase
between President Ashraf Ghani and his top rival Chief
Executive Abdullah Abdullah. If no one wins a majority
of more than 50 percent, the elections will go to a sec-
ond round. — AFP 

BEIRA: A woman gets ink on her finger after voting at
Amirca Cabral Primary School. — AFP 

HERAT: In this photo taken on October 13, 2019, an Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF) personnel sits in the back
of a vehicle as he patrols during a military operation in
Guzara district in Herat province. — AFP  


