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CAIRO: Egyptian lawmakers are pushing for a new 
law to protect the identity of women coming forward 
to report sexual abuse and assault as the nation’s 
MeToo movement picks up speed. An Egyptian par-
liamentarian committee has approved a draft law that 
would give survivors of sexual assault and harassment 
the automatic right to anonymity, with the law 
expected to go to vote at a general session of the 
parliament later this month.  

The moves comes as hundreds of women have 
started to speak up on social media about sexual 
assault in Egypt, with the public prosecution and 
National Council for Women supporting the move-
ment and offering legal and social protection. 
Spurred on by the growing MeToo movement, data 
entry specialist Bassant Abdel Wahab, 22, went public 
recently about being sexually abused by a human 
rights activist when she was 17 and reported him to 
the civil society group where he works.  

The man has now been suspended from his job 
while his organisation investigates Abdel Wahab’s 
complaint along with those of other female col-
leagues who accused him of assault. “Sexual assault 
incidents that have been hidden for years are contin-
uing to surface and in a raging way,” Wahab said. “It 
is like a tsunami that could change attitudes and laws 
on sexual assault against women.” 

The frequency of such cases being reported in the 
conservative Muslim country began to rise after the 
2011 revolution as reports of sexual assaults, harass-
ment and rape in Cairo’s Tahrir Square made local 
and international headlines. But this year there has 
been a spike in reporting about cases of sexual 
assault since early July when an Instagram page 
revealed the case of a university student who is 
accused of sexually assaulting and blackmailing mul-
tiple women. Within five days of the case being dis-
closed, the National Council for Women said that it 
had received 400 complaints mainly about violence 
against women. 

Game changer 
Lawmaker Magda Nasr said the new law to allow 

anonymity of sexual abuse survivors will be a game 
changer for women in Egypt as it will give greater 
protection to report such cases. “There is an appar-
ent political will to protect women rights and attempt 
to reduce as much as possible violence against 
women,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. 
Nasr said the latest wave of complaints came after an 
Instagram page in July accused a university student 
of sexually assaulting and blackmailing multiple 
women. The student was arrested and the case is 
being investigated by the authorities. 

The same Instagram account also exposed a gang 

rape said to involve six men from wealthy and power-
ful families that prosecutors are now investigating. 
Since then Egyptian actresses have spoken up 
against how they were subjected to sexual assault. 
One actress, Rania Youssef - who faced charges in 
2018 that were later dropped after wearing a see-
through outfit to the film festival - published photos 
of those responsible on social media. 

In other cases two other human rights activists 
were accused of sexual assault against female 
employees and a Coptic priest was defrocked on sex-
ual assault allegations. “It is a moment where women 
can have more gains in their fight against sexual 
abuse,” said lawyer Entessar El-Saeed, executive 

director of Cairo Foundation for Development and 
Law. El-Saeed said several non-governmental organi-
sations and parliamentarians were also pushing for a 
unified law on violence against women that would 
provide greater protection for women and girls from 
sexual assault and blackmail. 

The bill toughens penalties against sexual abuse in 
all forms, criminalizes rape within marriage, and 
includes better reporting mechanisms, confidentiality 
guarantees, and protection for witnesses and sur-
vivors. “The bill has been in the parliament for two 
years and it is now the perfect time to approve it,” 
said El-Saeed, who is the head of one of seven NGOs 
that drafted the bill . A 2017 Thomson Reuters 
Foundation poll found Cairo to be the most danger-
ous megacity for women, and 99% of women in 
Egypt interviewed by the United Nations in 2013 
reported sexual harassment. 

An outcry over attacks on women near Tahrir 
Square during President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s inau-
guration celebrations in 2014 prompted a new law 
punishing sexual harassment with at least six months 
in jail. But women rights activists view the law as too 
weak. “The penalty needs to be toughened and 
there needs to be legal mechanisms that make it 
easier for women to report and get their rights,” El-
Saeed said. — Reuters 
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Landslide kills 43 in India  
 
NEW DELHI: At least 43 bodies have been 
recovered after a massive landslide triggered by 
monsoon rains swept away dozens of tea estate 
workers in southwestern India, police said 
Sunday. The landslide in Idukki district, around 
250 kilometers from Kerala state’s capital 
Thiruvananthapuram, occurred Friday but the 
ongoing search and rescue efforts have been 
hampered by torrential downpours. The toll rose 
to 43 on Sunday afternoon, Idukki district’s police 
chief, R. Karuppasamy, told AFP. Twenty-six of 
the bodies were recovered on Friday night, a 
police official said earlier Sunday.  Local media 
reported that some 78 people were believed to 
live in the area, with many still missing. Kerala has 
been hit by deadly floods during the annual mon-
soon. At least 18 people died in a passenger jet 
crash in Kerala on Friday when an Air India 
Express jet overshot the runway while trying to 
land in a storm and plunged down a bank. — AFP  
 
 

 
Sudan floods kill 20 more  
 
KHARTOUM: At least 20 people were killed 
and 13 others wounded Sunday in torrential rains 
and flooding, the latest victims of days of flooding 
in Sudan, the civil defense said. Heavy rains typi-
cally hit Sudan between June and October each 
year, and this week the country has been badly 
battered by the downpour. “20 people have died 
and 13 have been injured while 345 houses were 
destroyed or badly damaged” across the country 
Sunday, the civil defense said. The latest toll 
brings to 35 the number of people killed since the 
end of July and to more than 7,000 the number of 
houses destroyed or damaged as a result of 
heavy rains and flooding. The UN said on 
Wednesday that more than 50,000 people had 
been affected by the flooding. — AFP  
 

 
 

Bolsonaro assails TV network  
 
RIO DE JANEIRO: President Jair Bolsonaro 
lashed out Sunday at the “cowardice” of Brazil’s 
most widely viewed TV network for suggesting 
he bore heavy blame for the nation’s more than 
100,000 coronavirus deaths. The far-right presi-
dent accused TV Globo of treating the death 
milestone as if it were “a World Cup final,” saying 
on Twitter that it had been both “cowardly and 
disrespectful of the dead.” On Saturday night, 
shortly after the official announcement that the 
100,000-death mark had been passed, TV Globo 
opened its news report with a long editorial high-
ly critical of Bolsonaro’s handling of the health 
crisis. News anchors pointedly noted that an arti-
cle in the Brazilian constitution states that “health 
is the right of all and the duty of the National 
Government.”  They then asked, “Has the presi-
dent of the republic done his duty?”— AFP  
 

 
 

Mauritania’s new government  
 
NOUAKCHOTT: Mauritania’s president 
appointed a new government Sunday, a top 
official said, after the names of several former 
ministers appeared in a report on the financial 
dealings of ex-leader Mohamed Ould Abdel 
Aziz. Adama Bocar Soko, the secretary general 
of Mauritania’s presidency, told reporters in the 
capital Nouakchott that the move would allow 
all those named in the report “the time they 
need to prove their innocence”.  The move 
comes after President Mohamed Ould Cheikh El 
Ghazouani announced a government reshuffle 
and replaced his prime minister on Thursday-
for reasons that were not disclosed at the time. 
Sunday’s announcement marks the first time 
Ghazouani’s office has admitted that the reason 
behind the reshuffle was the controversial 
report on Aziz. — AFP 
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HONG KONG: Police cordon off the area outside the Next Media publishing offices as 
authorities conduct a search of the premises after the company’s founder Jimmy Lai 
was arrested under the new national security law in Hong Kong yesterday. — AFP 

TAIPEI: Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen (2nd right) gestures to a US official (left) as 
US Secretary of Health and Human Services Alex Azar (right) and director of the 
American of Institute in Taiwan, Brent Christensen look on during their visit to the 
Presidential Office in Taipei yesterday. — AFP  

HONG KONG: Hong Kong media tycoon 
Jimmy Lai became the highest-profile per-
son arrested under a new national security 
law yesterday, detained over suspected 
collusion with foreign forces as around 
200 police searched the offices of his 
Apple Daily newspaper. Lai, 71, has been 
one of the most prominent democracy 
activists in the Chinese-ruled city and an 
ardent critic of Beijing, which imposed the 
sweeping new law on Hong Kong on June 
30, drawing condemnation from Western 
countries. 

His arrest comes amid Beijing’s crack-
down against pro-democracy opposition 
in the city and further stokes concerns 
about media and other freedoms promised 
to the former British colony when it 
returned to China in 1997. It “bears out the 
worst fears that Hong Kong’s National 
Security Law would be used to suppress 
critical pro-democracy opinion and 

restrict press freedom”, said Steven Butler, 
the Committee to Protect Journalists’ Asia 
program coordinator. 

Ryan Law, chief editor of Apple Daily, a 
staunch anti-government and pro-democ-
racy tabloid that also does investigative 
work, told Reuters the paper would not 
intimidated. “Business as usual,” he said. The 
security law punishes anything China con-
siders subversion, secession, terrorism and 
collusion with foreign forces with up to life 
in prison. Critics say it crushes freedoms, 
while supporters say it will bring stability 
after prolonged pro-democracy protests 
last year. 

Lai had been a frequent visitor to 
Washington, where he has met officials, 
including Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, 
to rally support for Hong Kong democracy, 
prompting Beijing to label him a “traitor”. 
Hong Kong police said they had arrested 
seven men, aged between 39 and 72, on 
suspicion of breaching the new security 
law, without naming them, adding that fur-
ther arrests were possible. Apple Daily, 
which posted on its Facebook page a 
livestream of police officers roaming 
through its newsroom and rifling through 
files, reported that Lai had been taken 
from his home early yesterday. — Reuters

TAIPEI: Taiwan’s opposition party 
demanded a clarification yesterday after 
a US envoy who is visiting appeared to 
mispronounce the name of the island’s 
president for her arch rival in China. 
Health chief Alex Azar met with President 
Tsai Ing-wen yesterday in the highest 
level visit to Taiwan since the United 
States switched diplomatic recognition to 
China. In his opening statement he fluffed 
the name of President Tsai-pronounced 
“ts-eye”-and instead said something 
closer to “shee”. That sounded uncom-
fortably close to the pronunciation of Xi 
Jinping, the president of China, a country 
that views Taiwan as its own territory and 
has vowed to one day seize it. 

A few sentences later, Azar clearly 
pronounced President Tsai’s name cor-
rectly. But the opposition Kuomintang 
party (KMT), which favors warmer ties 
with China, jumped on the gaffe. “The 
KMT expresses shock and disapproval 

while urging the presidential office to 
sternly protest to the US side and clarify 
that the president of the Republic of 
China is surnamed Tsai, not Xi,” the party 
said in a statement. Xavier Chang, Tsai’s 
spokesman, dismissed the KMT’s 
demand. “There is no doubt Secretary 
Azar was addressing (her) as President 
Tsai,” he said in a statement. 

“We suggest all sides to focus on 
(Taiwan’s) diplomatic accomplishments 
and anti-pandemic cooperation. Closer 
Taiwan-US relations is the joint fruit of 
the efforts made by all people.” Social 
media reactions were mixed, with some 
netizens saying Azar’s pronunciation 
sounded like “President Xi”, others mus-
ing it might have been the word “presi-
dency”. The American Institute in Taiwan, 
Washington’s de facto embassy, declined 
to comment. Its transcript of Azar’s 
speech contained the phonetic spelling of 
Tsai’s name as “ts-eye”. —  AFP  

Xi or Tsai? Taiwan’s opposition 
jumps on US envoy ‘vocal slip’ 

ISLAMABAD: Faisal Khan, a 15-year-
old Pakistani, beams for selfies with 
lawyers and police. Thousands hail him in 
the streets as a “holy warrior.” His claim 
to adulation? Allegedly gunning down in 
open court an American accused of blas-
phemy, a capital crime in this Islamic 
republic. Khan is charged with murder, 
which also carries a death sentence. But 
while lawyers line up to defend him, the 
attorney for Tahir Naseem, the US citizen, 
has gone into hiding. The teen, according 
to officials and witnesses, got through 
three security checkpoints on his way 
into a courtroom in the northwestern 
Pakistani city of Peshawar on July 29, 
pulled out a pistol and fired multiple shots 
into Naseem, 57, at a bail hearing. 

Naseem died on the spot, onlookers 
spattered with his blood. His killing 
grabbed global headlines, put a fresh 
spotlight on Pakistan’s blasphemy laws 
and drew criticism from abroad, even as 
many in the country praised the shooter. 
The United States and human rights 
groups decried the killing and urged 
changes to Pakistan’s blasphemy statutes, 
among the harshest in the world. Closer 
to home, Khan is a hero. 

“It’s one of those cases where every-
one wants to be his lawyer,” Inamullah 
Yusufzai, who represented Khan at his 
first court hearing last week, told Reuters. 
Yusufzai said lawyers from across 
Pakistan had called to defend Khan for 
free, to support what they see as the jus-
tified killing of a heretic. The case has not 
reached the stage for Khan to enter a 
plea. Thousands rallied, calling for Khan’s 

release. Delegations of well-wishers - 
lawyers, clerics, local politicians - have 
visited the Khan family home in Peshawar 
to congratulate the family. He has 
received messages of support from the 
Pakistani Taliban. 

A selfie shot by Elite Force police 
guards in a van escorting Khan to court 
after his arrest was shared widely on 
social media. Wearing all white, the teen 
grins broadly. Several officers smile, one 
gives a thumbs-up. A senior police offi-
cial, who said the force had looked the 
photo, said it was authentic. Reuters 
could not independently confirm its 
authenticity. Another selfie shows a 
crowd, some black-clad lawyers, escort-
ing a beaming Khan into court. 

 
Blasphemy  

The US State Department, in an 
unusually blunt statement, said Naseem 
“had been lured to Pakistan from his 
home in Illinois by individuals who then 
used Pakistan’s blasphemy laws to entrap 
him.” It called on Pakistan to reform its 
blasphemy laws and prosecuting 
Naseem’s killing. Pakistan’s Foreign 
Ministry says a special team is investigat-
ing the case and it “will be dealt with in 
accordance with the law.” But prosecut-
ing Khan and any potential accomplices 
will be an immense challenge. In blasphe-
my cases in Pakistan, “an accusation 
becomes a death sentence, whether car-
ried out by the state or by mobs or vigi-
lantes,” Omar Waraich, head of South 
Asia for Amnesty International, told 
Reuters.—Reuters 
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