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BAGHDAD: Anti-government demonstrations that erupted
in Iraq on October 1 have escalated into its deadliest
protest movement in decades, with more than 480 dead.

Protests erupt 
On October 1, hundreds of people gather in Baghdad

and cities in the Shiite south in leaderless protests against
corruption, unemployment and poor public services. Riot
police disperse about 1,000 protesters in the capital’s
Tahrir (Liberation) Square, including with live fire. The first
two demonstrators are killed, one in Baghdad and another
in the south. Protests continue into October 2, getting the
backing of influential Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr, who
leads the biggest bloc in parliament. 

Unrest spreads 
On October 3, thousands defy a curfew in several cities,

blockading streets and burning tyres. Prime Minister Adel
Abdel Mahdi defends his year-old government on televi-
sion, asking for more time to implement reforms. On
October 4, clashes intensify and Sadr calls on the govern-
ment to resign. Two days later the cabinet announces
reforms including in land distribution, social welfare and
anti-corruption.

Deadly second wave 
Protests resume on October 24, a day before the

anniversary of Abdel Mahdi taking office. Protesters in the
south torch dozens of provincial government buildings and
offices linked to the powerful Hashed Al-Shaabi paramili-
tary force. At least 63 people are killed over two days,
according to the Iraqi Human Rights Commission. On
October 28, students, professors and schoolchildren join
rallies in Baghdad and southern cities.

Death toll mounts
On November 3, demonstrators in the central city of

Karbala attack the Iranian consulate amid charges that Iran
is propping up the government. Four are shot dead. After a
major strike and continuing demonstrations, on November
27 protesters torch the Iranian consulate in the holy city of
Najaf. The following day is one of the bloodiest in the
uprising, with 46 protesters killed and about 1,000 wound-
ed across the country, including around two dozen in the
southern city of Nasiriyah. 

PM resigns
On November 29, top Shiite cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali

Sistani calls for a new government. Hours later Abdel
Mahdi offers to resign. Parliament accepts his departure on
December 1. Talks to find a new prime minister intensify
and include the commander of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps, Major General Qasem Soleimani, a key ally
of Iraq’s main Shiite parties. Washington denounces
Tehran’s “meddling”.

Violence escalates 
On December 6, at least 20 protesters and four police

officers are killed when armed men attack a Baghdad
building where anti-government protesters had been
camped out for weeks. After several weeks of calm,
protests intensify from December 22. Parliament votes
through electoral reform, which fails to address most of the
protesters’ specific demands.

Protests resume
On January 10, 2020, thousands of Iraqis rally across

the country, reviving the protest movement, which has
been overshadowed by tensions between Washington and
Tehran after the assassination of Soleimani in a US drone
strike. Thousands of demonstrators seek to shut streets
across the country on January 20, clashing with security
forces who use live fire. On January 29, President Barham
Saleh threatens to unilaterally name a successor to the pre-
mier, if parliament does not nominate a candidate within
three days. Sistani urges free and fair elections “as soon as
possible” on January 31. Sadr calls for a “massive” demon-
stration in Baghdad. —AFP 

Iraq: Four months
of anti-regime
protests 

Kidnapping of students sparks 
anti-govt protests in Ethiopia

Nobel Peace Laureate Abiy struggles to stem ethnic strife
ADDIS ABABA: Several thousand protesters took to
the streets in Ethiopian cities this week, demanding
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed do more to tackle sim-
mering ethnic violence following the kidnapping of a
group of university students. Armed men abducted
the students from Dembi Dollo University in the
Oromiya region in early December, according to sur-
vivors who escaped. The government said earlier this
week that the army had rescued 21 of the students,
but at least 12 others are still missing.

While the kidnappers’ identity or motive is not
clear, the incident has revived widespread fears
about ethnic violence ahead of this year’s election
and intensified pressure on Nobel Peace Laureate

Abiy, who comes from the Oromo ethnic group.
Many of the students were Amhara, a group that
has clashed with Oromos in the past. In the past
six months, clashes on campus have killed 12 stu-
dents and played a role in the decision of 35,000
to drop out of university, according to the higher
education ministry.

Anger about the kidnapping has focused on Abiy,
who won the Nobel Peace Prize last year for signing
a peace deal with former enemy Eritrea and has
overseen political reforms since coming to power in
2018. He has been unable, however, to stamp out eth-
nic violence in Africa’s second-most populous nation,
including among his Oromo group. Families of the

missing students met the prime minister and other
senior government officials on Thursday, receiving
assurances that their relatives were safe but no fur-
ther information about their whereabouts or any
plans to rescue them.

“We were just told by the officials that they are
alive,” said Yeneneh Adugna, a local priest and a
farmer from Gondar, whose 23-year-old daughter
Germanesh Yeneneh, a third-year biotechnology stu-
dent, is missing. “The last phone call conversation I
had with her was two weeks after her abduction,”
Yeneneh said. “She told me not to worry.” Several
thousand people took part in marches in a handful of
cities during the week to demand their release and

activists made #BringBackOurStudents trend online.
Another protest is planned in Gondor, the capital of
Amhara yesterday, the families said.

Belay Abebe, father to a second-year journalism
student, said his daughter had also called him after she
was abducted and said she was safe. “We ... demanded
to talk to the students over the phone,” another rela-
tive of one of the students told Reuters, asking for
anonymity for fear of possible reprisals. “There was
no willingness from the officials to let us speak with
the students.” Endeshaw Tasew, general commissioner
of the federal police, said on Wednesday that the gov-
ernment knows where the students are but declined to
give further details. — Reuters

JERUSALEM: Israel launched air strikes on the Gaza
Strip yesterday in retaliation for projectiles fired from
the Palestinian enclave into southern Israel, the army
said. Military jets and helicopters struck targets linked
to Hamas, the Islamist group that controls Gaza, short-
ly after midnight, with no reported casualties. Israel
also suspended cement deliveries to the enclave and
cancelled 500 commercial entry permits into Israel
“until further notice”. 

The action was taken “due to the continued rocket
fire and launchings of incendiary balloons from the
Gaza Strip into Israel,” said a statement by Major
General Kamil Abu Rukun, head of the Israeli military
unit responsible for coordination in the Palestinian ter-
ritories. Since the announcement Tuesday by US
President Donald Trump of his plan to resolve the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, rockets, shells and explo-
sive balloons have been fired almost daily from the
Gaza Strip into southern Israel, provoking Israeli
retaliation.  

Palestinians strongly reject the US plan, seen as
heavily favoring Israel. The Trump initiative suggests
that Israel would retain control of the contested city
of Jerusalem as its “undivided capital” and gives the
Jewish state the green light to annex settlements in the
West Bank, which Israel occupied in 1967. 

Rocket fire from Gaza on Saturday night forced
Benny Gantz, a leading candidate in Israel’s upcom-
ing general election who was campaigning in south-
ern Israel, to take refuge with his team in a shelter,
local media reported. Former military general Gantz
heads the Blue and White party and is the chief rival
of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in the March

2 election. The Israeli army said its overnight strikes
on Gaza targeted infrastructure belonging to Hamas,
the Islamist group that has controlled the enclave
since 2007. 

“Fighter jets and attack helicopters struck a num-
ber of Hamas terror targets in the northern Gaza
Strip,” it said in a statement. Among the targets was

“underground infrastructure... used as a situation
room,” it added. There were no casualties from the
strikes, according to Hamas security sources. Hamas
and Israel have fought three wars since 2008 but over
the past year the Islamists have gradually shaped an
informal truce with Israel, under which the Jewish
state has eased its crippling blockade of Gaza.— AFP 
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RAFAH: A Palestinian demonstrator takes part in a protest against a US-brokered Middle East peace plan, while
holding placard that reads in Arabic ‘No to the deal of shame’, in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip. —AFP 

BAGHDAD: A Tuk tuk car, burned during ongoing anti-
government protests, lies in the Iraqi capital
Baghdad’s Tehrir square as people walk. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Furious anti-government youth dug in their
heels in Iraq’s capital and south yesterday, rejecting the
previous evening’s nomination of Mohammad Allawi as
premier after months of demonstrations and political
paralysis. Allawi was named prime minister-designate
after a hard-won consensus among Iraq’s rival parties,
who had struggled to agree on a candidate since out-
going premier Adel Abdel Mahdi resigned under grow-
ing street pressure two months ago.

Mass rallies have rocked Baghdad and the mainly-
Shiite south since October, with protesters demanding
snap elections and an independent prime minister as
well as accountability for corruption and recent blood-
shed. Young demonstrators have expressed contempt
for the ruling elite and yesterday, they slammed Allawi -
a former lawmaker and minister - as part and parcel of
the system they want to overhaul. “Mohammad Allawi is
rejected, by order of the people!” read a new sign hung
in the holy city of Najaf yesterday.

Young men with their faces wrapped in checkered
scarves had spent the night torching car tyres in anger
at Allawi’s nomination and smouldering remains still
blocked the main roads yesterday, an AFP reporter
there said. In Diwaniyah, further south, protesters
marched into government buildings to demand they
close for the day while students began sit-ins at schools
and universities. Protesters in Hillah blocked off all
roads leading into the city and chanted, “Allawi is not
the people’s choice!”

Students revolt in Baghdad 
In Baghdad, hundreds of students flooded the streets

around the main protest camp of Tahrir Square, carry-
ing Allawi’s photograph with an “X” over his face. “We
are here to reject the new prime minister because he
has a well-known history within the political class,” said
22-year-old university student Tiba.  

Allawi, 65, served as a parliamentarian immediately
after the 2003 US-led invasion that toppled ex-dictator
Saddam Hussein, then was twice appointed communi-
cations minister under former prime minister Nuri Al-
Maliki. But he resigned both times, accusing Maliki of
turning a blind eye to graft in a country considered
among the top 20 most corrupt in the world by
Transparency International. His appointment came after
days of crisis talks prompted by President Barham
Saleh, who said he would select his own candidate if the
political blocs of Iraq’s parliament did not nominate
someone by Saturday.

Allawi had been among the top contenders for the
post, but the stalemate continued into the late after-
noon, Iraqi government sources told AFP on condition

of anonymity. The talks were very secretive and it
remains unclear what finally unlocked a deal, but on
Saturday evening, Allawi announced his own nomina-
tion in a video posted to Twitter. There was no official
statement from Saleh, but Abdel Mahdi congratulated
his successor and the pair pledged to meet soon to
ensure a smooth transition. 

Sadr seeks to curb rallies 
In his first formal address, Allawi vowed to form a

representative government, hold early parliamentary
elections and ensure justice for protest-related vio-
lence. More than 480 people have died and nearly
30,000 have been wounded since the rallies began
on October 1, but few have been held accountable
for the bloodshed.

Allawi has one month to form his government, but
ensuring its independence may prove a challenge, said
Sajad Jiyad of the Iraq-based think tank the Bayan
Center. “If we’ve learned anything from the previous
PM, it’s that this is the most difficult part: pushing back
against the political blocs’ demands,” Jiyad said. In Iraq,
cabinets are typically formed after complex horsetrad-
ing whereby parties demand lucrative and influential
ministerial posts based on their share of parliament. 

If Allawi fails to resist ministerial candidates pro-
posed by parties, “it will back up what protesters are
saying” about his allegiance to the factions, Jiyad
added. Among the most powerful of Iraq’s political
players is populist cleric Moqtada Sadr, who welcomed
Allawi’s nomination on Saturday as a “good step”. Sadr
backed the protests in October and his die-hard follow-
ers are widely recognized as the most organized and
well-equipped among anti-government demonstrators. 

But yesterday, Sadr ordered members of his move-
ment to organize with security forces to reopen roads
and schools, contrary to what other protesters across
Iraq were doing. “The revolution must go back to being
restrained and peaceful,” Sadr wrote on Twitter. That
tweet and his endorsement of Allawi were seen as a
betrayal by other protesters in Baghdad, who chanted
“Don’t tweet however you please,” hinting at Sadr, and
“We are a young, leaderless revolution!” —AFP 

Iraqi protesters 
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NASIRIYAH: Iraqis wave the national flag during a gather-
ing, rejecting the nomination of Mohammad Allawi as
premier, in the city of Nasiriyah in Iraq’s southern Dhi Qar
province yesterday. —AFP 

MOGADISHU: Somalia yesterday declared a
locust infestation sweeping the Horn of Africa to
be a national emergency, as insects devastate
food supplies in one of the poorest and most vul-
nerable regions in the world. “The Ministry of
Agriculture... has declared a national emergency
in view of the current desert locust upsurge, that
poses a major threat to Somalia’s fragile food
security situation,” the ministry statement read.

Experts say the locust swarms are the result of
extreme weather swings, and Somalia’s declara-
tion — the first country in the region to do so - is
aimed at boosting national efforts in tackling the
hungry insects. The locusts - part of the
grasshopper family - have led to what the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has termed
the “worst situation in 25 years” in the Horn of
Africa. “Food sources for people and their live-
stock are at risk,” the agriculture ministry added.
“The desert locust swarms are uncommonly large
and consume huge amounts of crops and forage.”

The emergency declaration was made to focus
efforts and raise funds, because it was critical to
contain the locust swarms before harvests are due
in April, the ministry said. Desert locusts - whose
destructive infestations cause major crop damage
and hunger - are a species of grasshopper that
live largely solitary lives until a combination of
conditions promote breeding and lead them to
form massive swarms.

“Given the severity of this desert locust out-
break, we must commit our best efforts to protect
the food security and livelihoods of Somali peo-
ple,” said Minister of Agriculture Said Hussein Iid.
“If we don’t act now, we risk a severe food crisis
that we cannot afford.” According to the regional
Food Security and Nutrition Working Group, East
Africa is already experiencing a high degree of
food insecurity, with over 19 million people facing
acute hunger.

Swarms formed in eastern Ethiopia and north-
ern Somalia and have moved through the region.
The FAO says the current invasion is known as an
“upsurge” - when an entire region is affected -
however, if it gets worse and cannot be contained,
over a year or more, it would become what is
known as a “plague” of locusts. There have been
six major desert locust plagues in the 1900s, the
last of which was in 1987-89. The last major
upsurge was in 2003-05.—AFP 
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