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News in brief

Sudan rebel leader sworn in 

JUBA: South Sudan rebel leader Riek Machar was sworn-
in as first vice president yesterday, formally rejoining the
government in the latest bid to bring peace to a nation
ravaged by war. It is the third time that bitter foes Machar
and President Salva Kiir will attempt to rule together and
the pair have many differences yet to iron out as they form
the unity government that is a cornerstone of a September
2018 peace deal. “For the people of South Sudan, I want to
assure you that we will work together to end your suffer-
ing,” Machar said after taking the oath. “By forming this
government, it gives us hope that there is a new momen-
tum to end the suffering of the people of South Sudan and
a way to a sustainable peace.” Machar embraced and
shook hands with Kiir after being sworn in. The rebel
leader returns as first vice president. Four other vice pres-
idents from the government and other opposition groups
who will also form part of a bloated government. —AFP 

Alcohol-related deaths in US 

NEW YORK: Alcohol-related deaths in the United States
rose sharply from roughly 2012 through 2016, with the
biggest increases among white and Latino women, accord-
ing to a new study by researchers who called the trend “an
urgent public health crisis.” They also said the trend appears
to have continued beyond 2016, but did not offer a theory
for its causes. The findings, published on Friday in JAMA
Open Network, was based on death certificate data dating
from 2000. It showed declines in alcohol-related deaths
among some groups during the early part of this century, but
those promising trends flipped dramatically in recent years.
For example, while the alcohol-related death rate among
men declined by an average of 0.6% per year from 2000 to
2005, it rose 4.2% per year from 2012 to 2016. —Reuters

Murder case - ‘rough sex’ 

LONDON: Men accused of murder should not be allowed
to use rough sex as a legal defense, women’s rights advo-
cates said on Friday, after the killer of a British backpacker
was jailed for life in a case that drew fresh scrutiny on the
issue. Grace Millane, 22, was visiting New Zealand when
she was murdered. Her attacker pleaded not guilty to mur-
der, saying she died accidentally during consensual sex, but
a jury rejected his defense and convicted him in November.
Women’s rights campaigners called for a ban on the “rough
sex” defense, saying the normalization of violent sex in
popular culture meant men facing criminal charges for
harming women were increasingly claiming that the vio-
lence was consensual. Research by the British campaign
group We Can’t Consent to This found men avoided
charges of murder in more than one in three of 60 killings
of women and girls where the defense was used. —Reuters

Thai court dissolves key party

BANGKOK: A stridently anti-military Thai party was dis-
solved Friday and its key members banned from politics for
a decade over a $6 million loan by its billionaire founder, a
withering blow to the kingdom’s pro-democracy move-
ment. The ruling could edge the politically febrile kingdom-
whose economy is shrinking-closer to the street protests
that have scored much of the last 15 years of Thai history.
The Future Forward Party (FFP), fronted by the charismatic
auto-parts scion Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit, emerged
from nowhere in March last year to become Thailand’s
third biggest party in the first elections since a 2014 coup.
The party’s radical agenda-calling for full democracy, an
end to conscription and the removal of the army from poli-
tics and business-won it 6.3 million votes and pitched it
against the powerful, conservative military. —AFP

Kazakhstan 
police detain
200 protesters 
ALMATY: Police in Kazakhstan detained
around 200 people yesterday as two oppo-
sition groups called for anti-government
demonstrations in the oil-rich Central Asian
country. An AFP correspondent saw police
detain around 30 activists from the unregis-
tered Democratic Party as they attempted
to hold a protest in the largest city Almaty
yesterday. Eyewitnesses said police also
detained up to 70 people en route to the
city square where the protest was held. 

Police later detained scores more as
they arrived for a separate rally called by
the banned Democratic Choice of
Kazakhstan movement. Wheelchair user
Erik Jumabayev was among the move-
ment’s supporters detained by riot police,
who scooped him into an ambulance that
then drove away. Authoritarian Kazakhstan
has long faced criticism from local and
international rights groups for its restric-
tive laws regulating demonstrations.

Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev pledged to reform laws governing
freedom of assembly shortly after suc-
ceeding long-ruling Nursultan
Nazarbayev as president last year. But
there is little sign of any change on the
ground, with dissent still crushed in sys-
tematic fashion. Police have also stepped

up detentions of protesters on the eve of
demonstrations. Prominent Democratic
Party activist and filmmaker Zhanbolat
Mamay was one of dozens of activists who
were detained ahead of yesterday’s
demonstrations.

Mamay was arrested on Friday night
and sentenced to three days’ detention for
calling for the unsanctioned rally.  The pro-
testers shouted “Freedom to Mamay!” at
the Democratic Party’s demonstration yes-
terday and Mamay’s pregnant wife, jour-
nalist Inga Imanbay, was among the
activists detained.  She was later released.
Mamay told AFP by telephone Friday that
“at least 10” members of his group had
received sentences of up to five days in
detention earlier this week - a measure he
said was intended to prevent the
Democratic Party holding a conference.

Banned
The Democratic Party is a new group

created last year in a country where there
is no established political opposition.
Mamay said the group plans to register as
a party, but complained that its activists
across the country are already experienc-
ing surveillance and other forms of pres-
sure from authorities.    

Authorities have launched regular
crackdowns on the Democratic Choice of
Kazakhstan movement, led from abroad by
former energy minister and banker
Mukhtar Ablyazov. Ablyazov in 2017
announced the group’s intention to topple
the Kazakh regime. A Kazakh court
banned the group as extremist in 2018 and

the country’s state prosecutor on Friday
warned people not to participate in yester-
day’s protest. 

Ablyazov - a long-time opponent of
Kazakhstan’s regime who fled the country
in 2009 - has said the extremism ban is
simply a pretext to stop the group’s activi-
ties. Now based in France, he thanked the
state prosecutor for giving the group “an
advertisement” ahead of attempted
demonstration. Kazakhstan is in the
process of changing its legislation on pub-
lic assemblies, and a draft of the new law
has been released for public discussion.

But civil society groups in the Central
Asian state have expressed dissatisfaction
with a new draft law, which they argue
would introduce additional restrictions.
Currently, activists risk arrest if they hold
demonstrations without permission from
the authorities, which is almost never
granted for political demonstrations.
Nazarbayev, 79, who became
Kazakhstan’s president the year before its
formal independence from the Soviet
Union in 1991, is still widely viewed as
dominating policymaking in the vast
republic of 18 million people. —AFP

Hardline Guards
make early gains 
in Iran poll
DUBAI: Candidates affiliated with Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards looked on course to
win a parliamentary majority yesterday,
reportedly leading in the race in Tehran
and towns and villages elsewhere, after a
vote stacked in favor of the anti-American
hardliners. An Interior Ministry official
said a list of candidates affiliated with the
Guards led in the capital. Lists linked to
hardliners captured 83 seats in towns and
villages across the country following
Friday’s vote, according to a Reuters tally.

A clean sweep for hardliners would con-
firm the political demise of the country’s
pragmatist politicians, weakened by
Washington’s decision to quit a 2015
nuclear deal and reimpose sanctions in a
move that stifled rapprochement with the
West. However, Iranian authorities have yet
to announce the turnout in the race for the
290-seat legislature - a litmus test of the
popularity of hardliners closely associated
with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei. Iran’s rulers, under intense US
pressure over the country’s nuclear pro-
gram, need a high turnout to boost their
legitimacy, damaged after nationwide
protests in November.

Such a result would help the Guards,
already omnipresent in Iranians’ daily
lives, to increase their substantial influence

in political, social and economic affairs.
The demonstrations, which called for
regime change, were met with a violent
crackdown overseen by the Guards which
killed hundreds and led to the arrest of
thousands, according to human rights
organizations. Iranians long for stability
after a succession of political and eco-
nomic crises.

Mounting US pressure
In the latest challenge for Khamenei,

Iran announced the detection of 10 new
cases of coronavirus, one of whom has
died. The new infections bring the total
cases of new coronavirus in the country to
28, with five deaths. Khamenei faces
mounting pressure from the United States
over Iran’s nuclear programme and dis-
content over mismanagement of the econ-
omy is unlikely to ease as sanctions
squeeze the Islamic Republic. President
Donald Trump raised the stakes in his
standoff with Tehran when Iran’s top gen-
eral, Qassem Soleimani, was killed in a US
drone strike at Baghdad airport in January.

The spokesman for the watchdog
Guardian Council, Abbasali Kadkhodai,
predicted that the turnout would be
around 50%, telling state television on
Friday that the Iranian nation had disap-
pointed its enemies by voting in large
numbers. Turnout was 62% in the 2016
parliamentary vote and 66% of people
voted in 2012. Large gains in Friday’s vote
may also hand hardliners another bonus -
more leeway to campaign for the 2021
contest for president, a job with wide day-
to-day control of government. —Reuters

Kenya comedy 
scene booms
NAIROBI: Whenever a more risque line
shocks his audience into silence, Kenyan
comic Brian Onjoro knows he can rescue
his set with a sure-fire punchline: the
country’s leaders. “Comedians should run
for office. We already have a bunch of
clowns!” he tells the crowd at Kez’s
Kitchen before riffing about whether
Kenya’s politicians are on drugs.

He said when his mother notices his
red eyes from smoking cannabis: “I told
her I’m not high - I ’m presidential!”
Onjoro is the face of the capital’s boom-
ing comedy scene - he co-founded the
Nairobi Comedy Club three years ago to
mentor other aspiring comics. Two other
clubs, the Karura Comedy Club and the
Standup Collective, were founded a year
later; they jointly held the city’s first com-
edy festival in December. Comedians
from Sudan, Uganda and Tanzania came
to swap jokes and tips.

All three clubs hold open mic nights
and professional shows. So far, Onjoro’s
got 10 experienced comics on the books,
and 10 junior ones he found through the
open mic nights. Anyone is welcome. “I’m
not going to tell you you are not funny.
Just go there and grab a mic and just you
know, death by fire,” Onjoro said. It is not
easy. Yesterday, Nairobi restaurant Kez’s
Kitchen was packed with customers
expecting a night of live comedy. But three
of his five supporting acts showed up too
late to perform.

George Waweru opened with a crack
about the recently deceased former presi-
dent Daniel arap Moi, known for presiding
over vast corruption and the torture of
political opponents. “They say the good
die young,” Waweru tells the crowd. “Moi
was 95. You do the math.” Comedian
Maina Murumba wryly references their
struggle to hit the big time. Comedy does
not pay - fees are low and equipment costs
are high. “By the year 2056, the world will
be completely cashless,” he says, to laugh-
ter. “Not to brag, but I’ve been completely
cashless since 1992.”

Then Onjoro, a bundle of nervous ener-
gy, is up. He must extend his set to fill the
gaps but he is already stretched: comedy is
a niche night out in Nairobi so many of the
audience are regulars. Comics must con-
stantly refresh and rehearse their material
to avoid repeating jokes. Some jokes meet
mixed reactions. Onjoro likes to dance over
the line of acceptability - he is not so much
poking at taboos as reaching for the gelig-
nite. Punchlines about HIV, skin tone or sex
in a wheelchair provoke with both groans
and uncertain laughs from the well-heeled
and politically savvy crowd. 

A table of women at the front roll their
eyes when he jokes about stabbing a
female missionary. But the audience roars
at a routine playing on foreigners’ outdat-
ed stereotypes. He mimics a foreign
reporter breathlessly narrating his own
cannibalization by famine victims, then
Onjoro - a scriptwriter with a shock of
short dreadlocks - tells how he seduced a
visitor from London by impersonating a
tribal warrior over Skype. “By the time she
took her bra off, I was a Zulu!” he yells. The
crowd loves it.  —Reuters

PARIS: The global dirty money watchdog placed Iran
on its blacklist on Friday after it failed to comply with
international anti-terrorism financing norms, a move
that will deepen the country’s isolation from financial
markets. The decision came after more than three
years of warnings from the Paris-based Financial
Action Taskforce (FATF) urging the Islamic Republic
to either enact terrorist financing conventions or see
its reprieve from the blacklist lifted and some counter-
measures imposed. 

“Given Iran’s failure to enact the Palermo and
Terrorist Financing Conventions in line with the FATF
Standards, the FATF fully lifts the suspension of count-
er-measures and calls on its members and urges all
jurisdictions to apply effective counter-measures,” the
group’s 39 members said in a statement after a week-
long plenary session. These would entail more scrutiny
of transactions with Iran, tougher external auditing of
financing firms operating in the country and extra
pressure on the few foreign banks and businesses still
dealing with Iran. 

“The consequence of (Iran’s) inaction is higher
costs of borrowing and isolation from the financial sys-
tem,” a Western diplomat said. The United States com-
mended the task force’s action after what it said was
Tehran’s failure to adhere to FATF’s standards. Iran
“must face consequences for its continued failure to
abide by international norms,” US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo said in a statement.

Iran’s central bank chief dismissed FATF’s decision.
“(It) is politically motivated and not a technical deci-
sion,” the state news agency IRNA quoted
Abdolnasser Hemmati as saying. “I can assure our
nation that it will have no impact on Iran’s foreign trade
and the stability of our exchange rate.” The FATF
appeared to leave the door open for some engagement
with Iran saying in its statement: “Countries should
also be able to apply countermeasures independently
of any call by the FATF to do so.” “It’s a middle solu-

tion. A sort of a fudge to leave the door open for the
Iranians,” said one of the diplomats.

Foreign businesses say Iran’s compliance with FATF
rules is essential if it wants to attract investors, espe-
cially since the United States reimposed sanctions on
Tehran in 2018 after quitting a 2015 nuclear deal with
Iran and other big powers. Iran’s leaders have been
divided over approach to the FATF. Supporters of
cooperation say it could ease foreign trade with
Europe and Asia, offsetting US sanctions. Hardliners
argue that passing legislation to join the FATF could
hamper Iran’s support for its allies, including Lebanon’s
Hezbollah.

Maximum pressure
Washington has since pushed a policy of “maximum

pressure” on Iran, saying a broader deal should be
negotiated to encompass nuclear issues, Iran’s ballistic
missile program and Iranian support for proxy forces
around the Middle East. France, Britain and Germany
have tried to salvage the nuclear accord but have
faced growing pressure from the United States to join
its efforts to isolate Iran. “The United States was push-
ing for the toughest position (by FATF), while other
countries like China and Russia preferred something
more flexible,” said a European official. “The
Europeans were looking for something in between.”

US sanctions have crippled Iran’s economy, deci-
mating its oil exports and largely sealing it off from
the international financial system. “Until Iran imple-
ments the measures required to address the deficien-
cies identified with respect to countering terrorism-
financing..., the FATF will remain concerned with the
terrorist financing risk emanating from Iran and the
threat this poses to the international financial system,”
the FATF said.

Iran’s action plan to meet with the FATF require-
ments, implemented in 2016, expired in January
2018. Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif this

week appeared resigned to the FATF blacklisting,
accusing Washington of using its maximum pressure
campaign to exert influence at the FATF. In another
important decision on Friday, the FATF granted

Pakistan an extra four months to meet anti-terrorism
financing norms, keeping Islamabad for now on its
“grey list” of countries that do not adequately com-
ply with its rules. —Reuters

FATF move will worsen Iran’s financial isolation

Global watchdog places Iran 
on terror financing blacklist

Tehran: A woman checks the merchandise of a street vendor in the Iranian capital Tehran yesterday.  —AFP

ALMATY, Kazakhstan: Protesters react from inside a police car after they were
detained by Kazakh police yesterday. —AFP


