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SFAX: It only took 10 minutes for Fakher
Hmidi to slip out of his house, past the cafes
where unemployed men spend their days,
and reach the creek through the mud flats
where a small boat would ferry him to the
migrant ship heading from Tunisia to Italy.
He left late at night, and the first his parents
knew of it was the panicked, crying phone
call from an Italian mobile number: “The
boat is sinking. We’re in danger. Ask Mum
to forgive me.”

Hmidi, 18, was one of several people from
his Thina district of the eastern city of Sfax
among the dozens still unaccounted for in
this month’s capsizing off the Italian island
of Lampedusa, as ever more Tunisians join
the migrant trail to Europe. His loss, and the
continued desire among many young men in
Thina to make the same dangerous journey,
vividly demonstrate the economic frustra-
tion that also drove voters to reject Tunisia’s
political elite in recent elections.

In a parliamentary vote on Oct. 6, the day
before Hmidi’s boat sank just short of the
Italian coast, no party won even a quarter
of seats and many independents were
elected instead. On Sunday, the political
outsider Kais Saied was elected president.
In the Hmidis’ modest home, whose pur-
chase was subsidized by the government
and on which the family is struggling to
meet the repayment schedule, his parents
sit torn with grief. “Young people here are
so frustrated. There are no jobs. They have
nothing to do but sit in cafes and drink cof-
fee or buy drugs,” said Fakher’s father,
Mokhtar, 55.

Mokhtar lost his job as a driver two years
ago and has not been able to find work
since. Fakher’s mother, Zakia, sells brik, a
fried Tunisian egg snack, to bring in a little
extra money. His two elder sisters, Sondes,
29, and Nahed, 24, work in a clothes shop.
Much of the little they had went to Fakher,
the family said, because they knew he was

tempted by the idea of going to Europe. At
night the family would sit on their roof and
see the smuggler boats setting off. The
seashore was “like a bus station”, they said.

Decline
At a cafe near the Hmidis’ home, a few

dozen mostly young men sat at tables,
drinking strong coffee and smoking ciga-
rettes. Mongi Krim, 27, said he would take
the next boat to Europe if he could find
enough money to pay for the trip even
though, he said, he has lost friends at sea. A
survey by the Arab Barometer, a research
network, said a third of all Tunisians, and
more than half of young people, were con-
sidering emigrating, up by 50% since the
2011 revolution. The aid agency Mercy
Corps said last year that a new surge of mi-
gration from Tunisia began in 2017, a time
when the economy was dipping.

Krim is unemployed but occasionally
finds a day or week of work as a casual la-
borer. He points at the pot-holes on the
road and says even town infrastructure has
declined. For this and the lack of jobs, he
blames the government. He did not vote in
either the parliamentary or the presidential
election. “Why would I? It is all the same.
There is no change,” he said. Unemploy-
ment is higher among young people than
anyone else in Tunisia. In the first round of
the presidential election on Sept. 15, and in
the parliamentary election, in which voter
turnout was low, they also abstained by the
highest margin.

When an apparently anti-establishment
candidate, Kais Saied, went through to the
second round of the presidential election on
Sunday, young people backed him over-
whelmingly. But their support for a candi-
date touting a clear break from normal
post-revolutionary politics only under-
scored their frustration at the direction
Tunisia took under past leaders. At the table

next to Krim, Haddaj Fethi, 32, showed the
inky finger that proved he had voted on
Sunday. “I cannot imagine a young man who
would not have voted for Saied,” he said.

Frustration
On the bare patch of mud by the creek

where Fakher Hmidi took the boat, some
boys were playing. For them, the migration
to Europe is - as it was for Hmidi - a con-
stant background possibility in a country
that offers them few other paths. At the time
of Tunisia’s 2011 revolution, they had great
hope, Mohkhtar Hmidi said. But economi-
cally, things got worse. Fakher found little
hope in politics, he said.

Despite the apparent surge of young
support for Saied as president, he has been
careful to make no promises about what
Tunisia’s future holds, only to pledge his

personal probity and insist that he will
rigidly uphold the law. The economy is in
any case not the president’s responsibility,
but that of a government formed by parties
in the parliament, whose fractured nature
will make coalition building particularly dif-
ficult this year.

Any government that does emerge will
face the same dilemmas as its predecessors
- tackling high unemployment, high infla-
tion, a lower dinar and the competing de-
mands of powerful unions and foreign
lenders. An improvement would come too
late for the Hmidi family, still waiting nearly
two weeks later for confirmation that their
only son has drowned. “Fakher told me he
wanted to go to France. ‘This is my dream,’
he said to me. ‘There is no future here. You
can’t find a job. How can I?’,” Mokhtar said,
and his wife started to cry. — Reuters

Despite Tunisia vote, enduring 
miseries driving youth exodus

BANGKOK: A Thai trafficker was sentenced to
a record 374 years in jail for child trafficking in
a ruling that lawyers say will send a deterrent to
other criminals. Yuttana Kodsap, 31, was found
guilty of child trafficking for the purpose of
pornography after he lured children aged 7-12
to play computer games at his house where he
filmed sexual acts with them and sold the videos
on a chat app, police said.

A court in Thailand’s southern province of
Phang Nga sentenced him to 374 years in jail for

his crimes and ordered him to pay 800,000 Thai
baht ($26,000) in compensation to each of the
five victims, according to court documents pro-
vided to the Thomson Reuters Foundation by the
Court of Justice. The case was the second traf-
ficking case in Thailand in which offenders were
sentenced to more than 300 years in jail. Last
year the criminal court sentenced three men to
up to 309 years each for trafficking children for
prostitution.

In both cases, courts capped the imprison-

ment period at 50 years in accordance with Thai
law. Papop Siamhan, an independent lawyer with
expertise in human trafficking, said child prosti-
tution cases resulted in long prison sentences
because they often involved several laws and
many children. “Long prison sentences will act
as a deterrent because people will be afraid to
commit such crimes, and it will also result in au-
thorities and judges being more careful when
handling such cases,” he said.

Earlier this year the United States praised
Thailand for sentencing convicted traffickers and
complicit officials to significant prison terms in
its annual Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report.
Thailand was ranked as a Tier 2 country in the
report, meaning it is making significant efforts to
combat the crime. Since January this year, courts

have handed down 170 prison sentences in traf-
ficking cases of which 74 were sentences of
more than 10 years, according to the Court of
Justice.

Archana Kotecha, Asia region director and
head of legal at anti-slavery charity Liberty
Shared, said long sentences can be effective de-
terrents when they are addressed at kingpins in
trafficking cases and not low level offenders. But
she said this must be accompanied by seizure of
assets which should be used to pay compensa-
tion to victims. “Deterrence aimed at the free-
dom and assets of offenders is likely more
effective and holistic as it takes into account the
need to compensate victims for what they have
endured and removes the commercial gain made
by the offender,” she said.— Reuters
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TUNIS: Tunisians gather to celebrate the victory of Kais Saied in the Tunisia’s presidential runoff in
the capital Tunis. -—AFP 


