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Contortionists 
go out on a limb 
for recognition
LAGOS: Her family wanted her to be a
doctor or a lawyer, but on discovering as
a teenager she could contort her body in
unusual ways, Nigerian Ifeoma Amazobi
decided that would be how she made a
living. Contortionists are rare in her
country, where a suspicious public
sometimes brand them as witches or sor-
cerers, or “dead bodies”. But even
though it also led to irreconcilable differ-
ences with her family and forced her to
leave home, Amazobi was determined to
pursue her dream.

She met up with another contortion-
ist, and then joined a community of
around 20 more, who put on a show

entitled “Limberness” to bring recogni-
tion to their work and win respect for
the strength and long hours of training it
requires. “There was a lot of discrimina-
tion from my parents, people around
me... everyone was just after me. They
were like ‘no’, this is not what they want
me to be,” she told Reuters. Oyindamola
Kolawole, 26, leads the troupe. He is
scheduled to work at the travelling
Circus Zyair for 10 months.

“They still find it hard to believe its
real. That’s why we are putting this
together for people to see that it is an
extreme act and we are also human
beings, we are not aliens,” he said of his
Nigerian audiences. Many who saw the
show at a studio in Lagos said they
were overwhelmed by the contortion-
ists’ feats. Kolawole and Amazobi have
also had to reassure friends that they
are not damaging their health with their
performances and running the risk of
huge medical bills. —Reuters

Lebanon economic 
crisis deals blow to 
once-thriving press
BEIRUT: Publications disappearing from
newsstands, radio and TV channels
struggling to stay on air: Lebanon’s
once-flourishing media is collapsing
under the weight of the worst economic
crisis in decades. The Daily Star,
Lebanon’s only English-language news-
paper, which suspended its print edition
on Tuesday, is the latest casualty.

It comes shortly after the English-
language Radio One broadcaster went
off air at the weekend after nearly four
decades. Due to funding shortages in
recent years, a series of prominent
dailies and broadcasters in Lebanon
have disappeared, undermining the
country’s regional reputation as a media
hub.  The situation has become more
dire in recent months, as Lebanon
struggles with a wide-reaching reces-
sion and a spiralling financial crunch
exacerbated by political turmoil and
mass protests. 

To keep their heads above water,
surviving organisations have had to
slash salaries and lay off employees.
Some have stopped paying salaries all
together. “We haven’t been paid in five
months,” said an employee at the coun-
try’s oldest newspaper, An-Nahar, ask-
ing not to be named to protect his job.

The Daily Star announced on its web-
site the temporary halt of the printing
presses was a result of the economic
downturn. 

It cited “the financial challenges fac-
ing the Lebanese press, which have been
exacerbated by the deterioration of the
economic situation in the country”. It
said the temporary suspension came
after “a drop to virtually no advertising
revenue in the last quarter of 2019, as
well as in January of this year”. In recent
months, employees at the newspaper had
complained of not being paid, with one
departing journalist reporting in
December that some were owed up to
half a year in wages. The outlet will how-
ever continue to publish content on its
website and social media.

Crumbling empire 
The Daily Star was founded in 1952

by Kamel Mroue, then owner and editor-
in-chief of the pan-Arab Al-Hayat daily
newspaper. The newspaper was bought
by businessmen close to former prime
minister Saad Hariri in 2010 and is co-
owned by Hariri’s family, according to a
report on media ownership in Lebanon
by the Samir Kassir Foundation and
Reporters Without Borders.

The Daily Star is just the latest media
outlet linked to the former premier to be
struggling. In September last year, Hariri
announced the suspension of Future TV,
his ailing mouthpiece whose employees
had been on strike over unpaid wages. In
January 2019, the Hariri-linked Al-

Mustaqbal newspaper issued its last
print version, 20 years after it was
established, though it too maintains a
presence online.

Saudi Oger, a once-mighty construc-
tion firm that was the basis of the Hariri
business empire, collapsed in 2017, leav-
ing thousands jobless. Hariri stepped
down as prime minister in late October
under pressure from unprecedented
nationwide protests against alleged offi-
cial corruption and ineptitude. Last year,
The Daily Star published a newsless

black issue to protest the political and
economic crises gripping the country.
The economic situation has since deteri-
orated further. 

The economic downturn has left no
sector unscathed, starving publications
of advertising revenues and traditional
sources of funding. L’Hebdo Magazine, a
French-language publication established
in 1956, printed its final issue in
December because of a drop in adver-
tisement revenues, said a former
employee. —AFP

Syria regime 
pushes Idlib 
offensive; half a 
million displaced 
HAZANO: A regime offensive in Syria’s last rebel
enclave has caused one of the biggest waves of dis-
placement in the nine-year war, with tensions spiking
between Ankara and Damascus following a deadly
exchange of fire. Weeks of intensive aerial bombard-
ment and a bruising ground offensive have emptied
entire towns in northwest Idlib and sent huge num-
bers fleeing north towards the Turkish border. “Since 1
December, some 520,000 people have been dis-
placed from their homes, the vast majority — 80 per-
cent-of them women and children,” said David
Swanson, spokesman for the United Nation’s humani-
tarian coordination office, OCHA.

The exodus, coinciding with a biting winter, is one
of the largest since the 2011 start of a conflict that has
seen more than half of Syria’s pre-war population of
20 million displaced. “This latest displacement com-
pounds an already dire humanitarian situation on the
ground,” Swanson said. He said the UN was alarmed
by the plight of more than three million people-half of
them displaced by violence elsewhere-who live in
Idlib province and surrounding areas.

Government troops and militia forces backed by
Russian and other allied forces have in recent weeks
upped the pressure on the jihadist-dominated region.
Mohammad Bahjat, 34, said he and his family were
escaping deadly bombardment for the third time in
days. “We fled in the middle of the night and have no
idea where to go,” he told AFP, sitting in the front of a
pickup truck next to his wife and three small boys. “You
never know when a rocket or shell is going to hit.”

Three million displaced 
Regime forces also exchanged deadly fire with

Turkish troops on Monday, an escalation UN chief
Antonio Guterres called “extremely worrying”.
Regime shelling of Turkish positions in Idlib killed at
least five Turkish soldiers and three civilians, Ankara
said. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
reported that retaliatory fire from Turkey killed at
least 13 Syrian government troops. President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan on Tuesday told his Russian counter-
part Vladimir Putin that Ankara would respond “firm-
ly” to any new Syrian attack. 

Syria’s military command said the presence of
Turkish forces was “illegal and a flagrant act of
aggression”, vowing to respond to any Turkish attack
on its forces, state news agency SANA reported.
Guterres, speaking at UN headquarters, appealed for
“a cessation of hostilities”. But US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo backed Washington’s NATO ally, call-
ing the Syrian mortar attack “a grave escalation” and
saying US officials “fully support Turkey’s justified
self-defense actions in response”. Syrian forces have
retaken dozens of villages and some major towns-
including the former rebel bastion of Maaret al-
Numan-and continue to advance, pushing displaced
populations ever closer to the Turkish frontier.
Erdogan accused Damascus of driving “innocent and
grieving people in Idlib toward our borders”. Turkey,
which already hosts more than three million displaced
Syrians, is keen to stop another mass influx. 

But in the town of Hazano, an AFP correspondent
saw dozens of small trucks, vans and tuk-tuks piled
high with belongings crawling along a main road.
They advanced bumper-to-bumper, carrying men,
women and children, along with blankets, carpets,
washing basins and furniture. Almost 300 civilians
have been killed since mid-December in bombard-
ment on the Idlib region, says the Britain-based
Observatory. Syrian forces seized much ground in the
enclave’s south and are also attacking from Aleppo
province to the east.—AFP

GAZA: Returning to his fields for the first time in 14
years, Palestinian farmer Naser Abu Isaeed surveyed
the toll taken by conflict on formerly productive soil.
“I saw an empty area full of holes and dry weeds,”
said Abu Isaeed, who once grew fruit on the tracts
along Gaza’s volatile border with Israel. He is one of
about 600 Palestinian farmers who regained access to
their fields along the border to cultivate crops under a
project launched by the International Committee of
the Red Cross.

Citing security concerns,
Israel has for years designat-
ed a 100 meter by 300 meter
strip along its 40-km (25
mile)-long fence at the fron-
tier as off-l imits to
Palestinians in Gaza, an
enclave ruled by the Hamas
militant group. Palestinians
say the policy has deprived
them of large areas of farm-
land, cut into livelihoods and
reduced the space available
to the densely populated strip’s two million residents.

Under the ICRC project, launched in 2015, mem-
bers of the Hamas-led Interior Ministry have cleared
unexploded ordnance and other war material from 40
percent of the 2,500 acres (1,012 hectares) that make
up the borderlands in that tract. Abu Isaeed was one
of 90 farmers whose lands were being rehabilitated by
ICRC in the project’s third phase which began last

August and will end with the harvest in May. In all, the
ICRC said some 580 farmers have regained access to
their land.

Fields were ploughed, fertilized and sown with
wheat by ICRC-employed workers as part of the
endeavor, organized in cooperation with Israeli
authorities, Gaza’s Agriculture Ministry, local munici-
palities and farmers’ committees. “We risk death every
time we enter the land,” said Serhey Abu Mandeel, 71,
noting its proximity to the border, which is closely

monitored by the Israeli mili-
tary. He and his family owned
12 acres planted with peas,
soybeans, wheat and lentils.

Like other Palestinian
farmers, Abu Mandeel com-
plained that herbicides
sprayed by cropdusters
inside Israel were being car-
ried by winds across the bor-
der into Gaza and harming
fields there. Farmers said the
herbicides have killed their

crops. Gaza’s Agriculture Ministry put their losses at
$1.25 million since last December. “We believe there
should be a balance between security concerns and
the impact of the herbicides on public health, the envi-
ronment and the livelihoods of local people,” Gaza
ICRC spokeswoman Suhair Zakkout told Reuters,
adding they were in discussion with Israel over the
issue. —Reuters

Border area has been a ‘no-go’ zone for Palestinians

Gaza farmers return to their 
lands along volatile border

GAZA: A fisherman and his son work off the coast of Gaza City yesterday.—AFP 
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US and Nigeria 
hope to resolve 
visa row soon
WASHINGTON: The United States and Nigeria voiced
hope Tuesday that President Donald Trump’s adminis-
tration would soon lift onerous visa restrictions slapped
on Africa’s most populous country, which said it was
“blindsided” by its ally. On a previously scheduled visit
to Washington, Nigerian Foreign Minister Geoffrey
Onyeama said he sought more information on Trump’s
latest immigration crackdown announced last week
which targeted Nigeria and five other countries.

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, meeting Onyeama,
said Trump took action partly due to the “terrorism
threat” in West Africa, where Nigeria has fought along-
side the United States against Islamist extremists.

Nigeria remains a “strategic partner” but Trump
restricted visas as it has “room to grow in sharing
important national security information.”  “I’m opti-
mistic that’s going to happen,” Pompeo told reporters.

Smiling and striking a diplomatic tone, Onyeama said
his talks were “very gratifying” but acknowledged that
many Nigerians put “different spins” on why Trump
was moving against them. “We were somewhat blind-
sided by the announcement of the visa restrictions,”
Onyeama said. He said that Nigeria had already been
looking to address US concerns, such as providing
information on suspected terrorists and embedding
electronic data into passports. “We know, and the US
officials have also confirmed, that we have been able to
tick most of those boxes,” he said.

The lingering problem, he said, involved how to han-
dle lost and stolen Nigerian passports. He said Nigeria
was putting in place a system that would make data
from such passports “immediately available” to all
members of Interpol, the global law enforcement body.
“We hope to have that up and running very soon,” he

said. “Hopefully, once that has been achieved, we look
forward to being taken off this visa restriction list.”

Trump came to office vowing to impose border
restrictions and notoriously was quoted as using a vul-
gar epithet for African and other developing nations
that send immigrants to the United States. Unlike a
controversial order days after he took office that essen-
tially banned entry to citizens from a number of
Muslim-majority countries, the latest restrictions pri-
marily involve foreigners who seek to immigrate rather
than visit. Along with Nigeria, Trump imposed the curbs
on nationals from Eritrea, Kyrgyzstan, Myanmar, Sudan
and Tanzania.

Despite the visa row, the Trump administration has
stepped up cooperation with Nigeria as it cracks down
on Boko Haram, the jihadist group notorious for suicide
attacks against civilians. The Trump administration has
agreed to sell to Nigeria 12 A-29 Super Tucanos, light
attack aircraft frequently used by the US Air Force in
Afghanistan, and accompanying weapons for nearly
$600 million. —AFP 

BEIRUT: A file photo taken on Aug 08, 2019 shows a man reading a copy of the
Lebanese local English-language newspaper “The Daily Star”. —AFP


