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Philippine government should wait until justice is 

served regardless of the pace or how many years the 
trial takes. As we all know, justice has to undergo a 
process - let us wait for that to be served before bring-
ing these recruitment agencies to talk about business 
and opportunities,” he added.  

Sandigan Kuwait Domestic Workers Association’s 
Founding Chairperson Anne Abunda, who is actively 
campaigning for a “moratorium” to be implemented 
on the deployment of Filipino domestic helpers in 
Kuwait, expressed dismay over the fact that many 
foreign and Manila-based recruitment agencies were 
present at the event.  

“We are supporting the ban, and we are happy with 
the decision of Secretary Bello; however, you can see 
foreign recruitment agencies and Philippine-based 
agencies trying to lobby for the immediate lifting of the 
ban,” Abunda said. Is Bello giving false hope to recruit-
ment agencies or maybe the lifting of the ban has 
already been planned? I see it as unfair to the sacrifices 

of many OFWs who are affected by the ban - returning 
OFWs who were unable to go back to their employers,” 
she said. 

On Saturday, the delegation from Manila arrived in 
Kuwait and immediately set a meeting with concerned 
parties. First on the list of appointments in Kuwait was 
the joint meeting of the technical working groups of 
both countries. Yesterday and today, the TWG dis-
cussed the welfare and protection of household service 
workers, which includes the standard employment con-
tract to prevent abuse and mistreatment by employers.  

Through this contract, housemaids can keep their 
passports, mobile phones, have a day off a week and 
prevent being transferred from one employer to anoth-
er without the written consent from the workers subject 
to approval by the Philippine Labor Office in Kuwait. 
Before meeting the community, Bello was accorded a 
warm welcome at an event organized by the Kuwait 
Union of Domestic Labor Offices (KUDLO), along with 
groups of foreign and Philippine recruitment agencies.   

At the community meeting, a majority of Filipino 
community leaders wanted the total deployment ban to 
be downgraded to a partial ban and allow returning 
domestic workers to go back to their employers. “The 
government should ban the deployment of domestic 
helpers, but should lift the ban on returning workers,” 
one community leader said at the meeting.

Manila vows labor 
ban stays until slain...
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President Donald Trump’s decision to pull the United 

States out of a 2015 international nuclear deal with Iran 
and re-impose sanctions on it. The United States has 
blamed Iran for several attacks on international mer-
chant vessels, including a Japanese-owned tanker, the 

Kokuka Courageous. Tehran denies the accusation. 
In addition to the Gulf of Oman, the Takanami, with 

200 sailors and two helicopters, will patrol the north-
ern Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Aden, but will not 
enter the Strait of Hormuz, a strategically important 
choke point between Iran and the Arabian peninsula. 
The Japanese destroyer will share water in the region 
with a growing number of warships from other coun-
tries, including vessels from the United States, France 
and Britain. “Japanese merchant ships were attacked in 
June, and other nations have increased patrols so 
Japan too is acting to gather intelligence there,” the 
mission commander, Captain Yosuke Inaba told 
reporters before he departed.  — Reuters 

Japanese warship 
heads to Gulf to...
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 witnessed by the recent near-miss when US President 

Donald Trump ordered the killing of a top Iranian general 
in Baghdad while the Security Council simply looked on. 
“With turbulence on the rise, trust within and among 
nations is on the decline,” Secretary General Antonio 
Guterres said in a recent address, calling the multiple 
challenges “a grave test to multilateralism.” 

“We see this trust deficit in streets across the world, 
as people vent their frustrations and voice their feeling 
that political establishments are out of touch, incapable 
or unwilling to deliver,” Guterres said earlier in January 
during a debate on the UN Charter. “We see it in the 
work of the United Nations, including the Security 
Council, when member states struggle or fail to find 
reasonable common ground,” he added. 

The UN’s promise as a global forum for resolving 
conflicts has dimmed dramatically since the powers 
that emerged from the ruins of World War II hatched 
the idea at the Yalta conference in Feb 1945. For some, 
the cracks in the edifice started to really show in 2011 
with the start of the Syrian civil war and the over-
throw of Libyan strongman Muammar Gaddafi led by 
western powers. For others, it was the 2003 US-
British invasion of Iraq that dealt the international sys-
tem a resounding blow.  

Asymmetric warfare has replaced the high-stakes 
balance of power that marked the heyday of the Cold 
War, with attacks on the streets of Europe, Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East now so frequent as to 
seem almost humdrum. The old threat of nuclear pro-
liferation has raised its head once again, accompanied 
by the new dangers of global warming. The US pull-
back from the world stage over the past decade, 
combined with European fractiousness, has opened 
the door to Russian expansionism, which has proved 
hard to stop in crisis areas such as Syria, Libya, 
Venezuela or North Korea. 

“Russia’s approach to the UN is often more tacti-
cally intelligent than Western diplomacy,” Richard 
Gowan of the International Crisis Group, said in an 

interview with AFP. “The US and Europeans often 
see the Security Council as a stage for making big 
moral statements rather than pursuing real diplo-
matic deal-making.”  

China has become the second-largest funder of the 
UN after Washington, but has kept a measured pace 
internationally. “China has an ever more visible foreign 
policy, but one which aims to dissociate a conquering 
economic imperialism from a multi-sector intervention, 
which it distrusts,” Bertrand Badie of the Institute of 
Political Studies, or IEP, in Paris, told AFP.  

Compared to 75 years ago, there are very few points 
of reference left. Since its founding, the UN has had five 
permanent members of the Security Council with veto 
rights, and its worldview reflects that old distribution of 
power. The South “has never really been integrated in 
the global game”, said Badie, noting that there is a “new 
order that the old powers do not perceive”. 

“During the Cold War, the Security Council passed 
relatively few resolutions,” said Gowan. “Diplomats 
from that era would not recognize the gargantuan res-
olutions the Council now passes on peacekeeping 
operations, covering everything from humanitarian 
affairs to climate change.” He observed that these days, 
“even UN officials feel that most Security Council res-
olutions are so long and complex that they cannot be 
implemented.” 

Not to mention those resolutions that have failed to 
pass, or whose conditions members have failed to meet, 
such as climate deals, the Iran nuclear agreement and 
disarmament treaties. “The Security Council has lost its 
credibility which was never more than a formality back 
in the day,” said Badie. “Today it has lost even that in 
the face of the anarchic nature of great power games.” 
One UN ambassador deplored a “world of egos who 
use crises as a chance for a show of force,” while dur-
ing the Cold War there was more effort towards “pro-
tecting civilian populations and human rights”. “It used 
to be easier to negotiate with one’s adversaries,” said 
one UN official. 

For Guterres, there is a very real fear of what the 
UN chief in September called a “Great Fracture: The 
world splitting in two, with the two largest economies 
on earth creating two separate and competing worlds, 
each with their own dominant currency, trade and 
financial rules, their own internet and artificial intelli-
gence capacities, and their own zero sum geopolitical 
and military strategies.” — AFP 

UN in 75th year  
amid distrust...
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 In October, Iran confirmed the arrest of British-

Iranian anthropologist Kamil Ahmadi before releasing 
him, and in December it freed Xiyue Wang, a Chinese-
American researcher serving a 10-year term on spying 
charges. 

Wang was released in exchange for Masoud 
Soleimani, an Iranian who had been held in the US for 
allegedly breaching sanctions - and Tehran said it was 
open to other such exchanges. But over the decades, 
the targeting of academics has often been more vio-
lent. “It  started with gunshots at the off ice of 
Malcolm Kerr, president of the American University 
of Beirut, who was murdered in 1984 by Hezbollah, 
already an arm of the Revolutionary Guards” of Iran, 
Filiu said. Two years later, French sociologist Michel 
Seurat died in a Lebanese prison after his arrest 
because he was “denied medical care,” he said. “They 
were victims of the settling of scores by Iran with 
Washington and Paris.” 

More recently, Italian doctorate student Giulio 
Regeni disappeared in Egypt while researching trade 
unions, one of the country’s last independent civil 
actors - and increasingly in the crosshairs of the 
authorities. His badly mutilated body was found more 
than a week later by the side of a road on the outskirts 
of the Egyptian capital, with an Italian post-mortem 
later indicating he had been tortured. 

And in May 2018, British researcher Matthew 
Hedges was arrested in the United Arab Emirates and 
held in solitary confinement for months before begin-
ning a l ife sentence on spying charges. He was 
released less than a week after his sentencing - and 
just as the United Nations dropped a UK-sponsored 
resolution demanding a halt to the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia offensive in Yemen. 

“Mr Hedges may be their bargaining chip to get 

London to back off from a UN resolution calling for a 
halt to the war in Yemen,” Mark Almond, director of the 
Crisis Research Institute at the University of Oxford, 
wrote in The Telegraph newspaper a few days before 
his release. “Miraculously the stars aligned, and his 
release finally came as the British initiative was aban-
doned,” Filiu agreed. 

Yet analysts say the crackdown on academics comes 
as on-the-ground research becomes increasingly vital 
for understanding the political and socio-economic 
dynamics in play across the Middle East. Threats from 
jihadist forces as well as the rise of nationalist and 
authoritarian tendencies are prompting officials to 
severely restrict access to outsiders. 

Iran in particular is holding “10 to 15” foreigners 
including Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe of the Thomson 
Reuters Foundation, who is serving a five-year term on 
charges of sedition, Jean-Francois Bayart of France’s 
CNRS research institute told the forum on Friday. His 
colleague Bernard Hourcade, a geographer and Iran 
specialist, blamed a new generation of Republican 
Guard elites who grew up in an “ostracized republic”. 
“Many of them have no international experience. They 
don’t speak French, English or German,” Hourcade said. 

“If today Fariba and Roland are in prison, when nor-
mally you take diplomats or business executives 
hostage, it’s because they were trying to see what’s 
really happening,” he added. “These people are pan-
icked by the idea that people would know what’s going 
on in their country.” According to Filiu, “access is 
increasingly denied by powers and organizations which 
know perfectly well that the research can help counter 
the lies and propaganda used to sow terror among their 
own peoples”. 

Washington’s killing of the Revolutionary Guard 
commander Qasem Soleimani last month, and Iran’s 
own accidental downing of a Ukraine airliner, has 
turned up the heat on Tehran. But even if  Iran 
appears more vulnerable, “they are not necessarily 
in any position to negotiate or make any offers”, 
sa id Ol iv ier  Roy, a  specia l ist  on Is lam at  the 
European University Institute in Italy. Hence the 
temptation, analysts say, to keep a handful of foreign 
researchers behind bars. — AFP 

Researchers prime  
targets in Middle...

FNIDEQ, Morocco: After years of back-breaking toil, 
Fatima El-Hanani now fears being reduced to begging in 
the street because of Morocco’s closure of its border with 
a Spanish enclave to thousands of “mule women”. The 
impact has been felt on both sides of the frontier, with the 
Moroccan porters who lugged duty-free Spanish goods 
left out of work and shops closing as livelihoods dry up for 
traders. “They want to turn us into beggars,” says Hanani, 
who had spent all her working life transporting heavy 
loads from Ceuta to the town of Fnideq in the North 
African kingdom. 

Like thousands of other Moroccan women - and also 
men - she would cross every day into the Spanish enclave 
and come back laden with merchandise for traders. Goods 
brought on foot through the crossing on a hill looking over 
the Mediterranean are not subjected to import duties, 
unlike those brought by vehicles. But four months ago, 
Morocco suddenly stopped porters from crossing, in a 
move aimed at curbing the entry of contraband. 

“Business was good before,” says Hanani, who is in her 
50s, but now “there is no more work”. Nicknamed “mule 
women”, the Moroccan porters would often be seen bent 
double, overburdened by goods approaching or exceed-
ing their own bodyweight.  

Rights groups repeatedly denounced the work as “humil-
iating”, saying it was tantamount to trafficking tolerated by 
the authorities. At least four women porters were trampled 
to death in 2017, in stampedes at the border post - the only 
land frontier between the EU and Africa. But it was vital 
work for Hanani, who says she has raised five children on her 
own thanks to the long-tolerated practice. Now she sells 
trinkets in a souk in Fnideq. “I don’t make any money any-
more,” Hanani laments, her wares spread out on the ground. 

The delivery of bundles of clothes, food products and 
household goods created business that benefited the 
economy on both sides of the border. Porters and shop-
keepers say they are now waiting for alternative employ-
ment. Meanwhile, a metal gate blocks the passage for 
porters at the border crossing, under the watchful eye of 
the Moroccan guards. 

The Moroccan authorities have talked a lot about the 
need to regulate the informal sector, but have largely kept 
mum about the change. Nabyl Lakhdar, the country’s 
director-general of customs, told local daily L’Economiste 
in January that the contraband hurt Morocco’s economy 
by destroying its productive sector. Lakhdar called the 
porters “the first victims” of the smuggling, saying “certain 
mafias” profited from their “precariousness and some-
times from their suffering”. 

In 2018, Ceuta authorities and traders launched an ini-
tiative encouraging the women to use trolleys instead of 
carrying the heavy weights on their backs. But without the 
porters, the economy in Fnideq and Ceuta is just barely 
ticking over. “The impact is enormous,” says Abdellah 
Haudour, a shopkeeper who sells Spanish blankets on the 
Moroccan side. “Prices have gone up, purchasing power 
has gone down. There are no more customers,” he says, 
showing his empty till. “Many have left the town.”  

The normally packed bus station, used by those picking 
up goods from across the border, is deserted. “I now earn 
a third of what I used to,” says Mimoun El-Mourabit, a 
67-year-old driver sitting on the bonnet of his vehicle. At 
the beginning of January, a Moroccan parliamentary 
report recommended creating an industrial area to pro-
vide new jobs for the porters. But “who will employ 50-
year-old, illiterate ‘mule women’?” asks Haudour, the 

shopkeeper. The Moroccan move has also caused a “seri-
ous trade crisis” in the Spanish port city, the 
Confederation of Ceuta Entrepreneurs (CECE) said in 
mid-December. At the entrance to the border crossing, 
corrugated iron hangars house all types of goods, sent by 
boat from continental Europe to Ceuta. The crux of the 
trade took place here.  

Jamal, a grocer, says the crisis is unprecedented and 

that his turnover has collapsed. “Our products are expir-
ing,” he says as he displays his unsold goods. Rachid, 48, 
says from his shoe shop: “Stores have shut. Business is at a 
standstill. We are wasting our time.” Both men decline to 
provide their surnames. “If this continues, I will have to 
close,” Rachid says. “We depend on the Spanish authori-
ties. We’re protected by the social security system. But 
what about the Moroccans?” —AFP 

Morocco’s long-burdened ‘mule  
women’ facing new struggles

FNIDEK, Morocco: Women wait to cross from Morocco into the Spanish territory of Ceuta from this Moroccan city on 
Jan 17, 2020. — AFP  

SOFIA: Bulgaria’s runaway gaming mogul Vasil 
Bozhkov, who was indicted this week for tax fraud and 
organized crime, has been arrested in the United Arab 
Emirates, the chief prosecutor said yesterday. 
Bozhkov, 63, one of the country’s richest and most 
powerful businessmen, fled Bulgaria just days before 
prosecutors raided his home and the offices of his lot-
tery companies in a tax evasion probe. He was indict-
ed in absentia on seven counts, including as a leader 
of an organized crime group, for extortion and for 
bribery of an official. 

Prosecutors said that Bozhkov’s private lottery 
companies used a loophole in the legislation to avoid 
paying 559 million leva ($317 million) in lottery fees to 
the state since 2014. Bulgaria had unofficial informa-
tion that Bozhkov was detained in the UAE on Friday 
and Chief Prosecutor Ivan Geshev said yesterday that 
he had received an official notification about the 
arrest. “The prosecution will perform its duties and 
send the necessary documents (for Bozhkov’s extradi-
tion) in a timely manner,” Geshev said. Two of 
Bozhkov’s closest associates were also detained. 

Prosecutors also indicted the current and the for-
mer chiefs of the country’s commission regulating 
gambling for “opening an umbrella” over Bozhkov’s 
lottery business - protecting it against competition 
and allowing the financial irregularities to pass unno-
ticed. Bozhkov spoke to several Bulgarian media 
before his arrest, denying any wrongdoing and his 
company Nove Holding issued a statement saying that 
the charges “aim to take a legal business by force”. 

On the day of the raids, Bulgaria’s parliament 
passed changes to the gaming bill that envisage 
making the state-run Bulgarian Sports Totalizator the 
only operator allowed to organize lottery games. 
Bulgaria, the EU’s poorest member state, has long 
mulled better regulations for the lucrative sector as 
thousands of people have been gripped by a craze 
for scratchcards in recent years. “For 2018, the mon-
ey spent on scratchcard tickets amounted to over 1.0 
billion leva. This money came from people with pre-
dominantly low economic status,” parliamentary 
budget commitee chairwoman Menda Stoyanova told 
public BNR radio yesterday. 

Bulgaria and the UAE do not have a bilateral 
agreement for legal cooperation and experts warned 
that Bozhkov’s extradition might take time. In the 
meantime, authorities prepared to confiscate 
Bozhkov’s archeological collection of over 3,000 
ancient history artifacts, including what media say is 
the world’s richest collection of golden, silver and 
bronze rhytons.  Also yesterday, Bulgarian officials 
said they had busted a cocaine trafficking route from 
Colombia after finding an estimated 500 kg of the 
drug in two trucks loaded with citrus fruit. The 
cocaine, which was found on Friday, was concealed in 
the cardboard of some 6,700 boxes. Interior ministry 
chief of staff Ivaylo Ivanov said police estimates 
showed that each box contained between 80 and 100 
gm of the drug, putting the total amount at “about 
500 kilograms”. 

“The evidence collected even at this very early 
stage of the investigation signals about the existence 
of an international drug trafficking route,” a court 
statement said. It remanded in custody two men, 
whose companies were listed as recipients of the car-
go, for “participation in an organized crime group for 
cocaine trafficking from Colombia to Bulgaria”. One of 
those arrested is a former director of the Sofia 
Customs Agency. — AFP 

Bulgaria’s fugitive  
gaming mogul  
arrested in UAE 


