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ALGIERS: For over a year Algeria’s defiant anti-
government “Hirak” protesters seemed unstoppable,
but weekly demonstrations skidded to a halt due to
restrictions to end the coronavirus crisis. With two
months to go before a key referendum on constitu-
tional reform - a vote the government hopes will
meet their demands - many expect the protests to
return. “The will to change the mode of governance
is still present,” said political scientist Louisa Driss
Ait Hamadouche.

While the mass demonstrations in the North
African nation may be on hold, the anger remains
and, many believe, could soon rekindle the street
protests. “Although both hypotheses are possible, the
most likely is the resumption of demonstrations,”
Hamadouche said. Anti-government protests led by
Hirak - meaning in Arabic, “the movement” - last year
swept ailing president Abdelaziz Bouteflika from
power. But the rallies continued afterwards, demand-
ing the ouster of the entire state apparatus, which is
reviled by many Algerians as inept and corrupt.

‘Build-up of frustrations’ 
“By remaining peaceful and civic-minded,

Algerians have shown surprising maturity,”
Hamadouche said. “This spirit of civic protest means
that, with or without popular demonstrations, Hirak
is here to stay.” Mahrez Bouich, another political
analyst, believes Hirak protests will continue “until
the people’s demands are met”. Not only do the
original grievances driving protests remain, frustra-
tion has grown. Anger has been compounded by a
government crackdown against demonstrators, a
rise in unemployment and a slumping economy.

“It is a popular phenomenon... caused by a build-
up of frustrations and attacks on freedom, by a

political system that refuses to change,” said
Mansour Kedidir, a political science researcher. Yet
while Hirak is a grassroots movement whose lack of a
formal leadership structure gives it the resilience to
continue, it is weakened by internal arguments.
Ideological splits between progressives and conser-
vatives, as well as between secularists and Islamists,
mean its divisions can be exploited by the authorities.

“Twenty years of Bouteflika’s rule have damaged
society to the point that no party can claim to be an
alternative force,” Kedidir said. A government
crackdown on critics - including journalists, opposi-
tion politicians as well as Hirak members - has sti-
fled some of those willing to speak out. Last month,
two journalists were jailed for two and three years
respectively, including for covering Hirak protests
as reporters, in sentences criticized by international
rights groups.

On Sunday, Human Rights Watch condemned the
treatment of detained activist Abdellah Benaoum, a
54-year Hirak protester in poor health held by
police since December, on charges including
“undermining national unity” and inciting an unau-
thorized gathering. He is one of some 45 Algerians
held for their role in the movement, the New York-
based group said. “His imprisonment epitomizes the
authorities’ determination to crush a nationwide,
peaceful movement for democratic reform,” it said.

Youth anger
While the half-year suspension due to the coron-

avirus crisis stripped the protests of momentum, the
pandemic also fostered the creation of community
and online solidarity networks. President
Abdelmadjid Tebboune, elected in December, has
promised to break with the Bouteflika years, an era

seen as synonymous with authoritarianism, corrup-
tion and nepotism.

Tebboune, formerly a premier under Bouteflika,
has backed the constitutional referendum due on
November 1, ostensibly as an answer to the popular
protest movement.  On Sunday, the cabinet

approved a review of the constitution, which parlia-
ment is expected to endorse before it is put to a
vote in the November referendum. The government
said in a statement that the reform proposal would
“lay out the long-standing legal basis for a new
democratic Algeria”. — AFP

Mass demonstrations put on hold as anger remains

Pandemic put Algeria’s protests 
on pause; will they now resume?

Tajikistan celebrates
29th Independence
anniversary 
By Ambassador Dr Zubaydullo Zubaydov

In the history of each nation, great and impor-
tant events take place that determine the future
and the path of development for many years.

On September 9, Tajikistan marks the 29th
anniversary of Independence. State independence
is one of the greatest historical events in the histo-
ry of the people of Tajikistan. Looking into history,
we note that throughout the 20th century, Tajik
people acquired their sovereignty, and subse-
quently independence, in three stages.

The first stage is 1924. Due to the national-ter-
ritorial delimitation of Central Asia in 1924, which
radically redrawn the map of Central Asia. The
second stage - on October 16, 1929, the
Declaration on the need for the formation of the
Tajik SSR within the Soviet Union was adopted.
On February 24, 1931, at the Fourth Congress of
the Soviets of Tajikistan, the first Constitution of
Tajikistan was adopted.

The next, third stage was the acquisition of the
sovereignty of Tajikistan. On September 9, 1991, at
the session of Shuroi Oli (Supreme Council), a
Resolution and a Statement “On the State
Independence of the Republic of Tajikistan” were
adopted. The achievement of state independence
has become an important historical event for the

Tajik people. The beginning of the modern stage in
the history of Tajikistan is associated with the
process of the collapse of the USSR, the disrup-
tion of the balance of forces that developed in the
Republic during the Soviet era.  On August 24,
1990, in the midst of political confrontations, at the
second meeting of the Supreme Council of the
republic of the 12th convocation, the Declaration
on the Sovereignty of the Tajik Soviet Socialist
Republic was adopted.

On September 9, 1991, the Supreme Council of
Tajikistan at an extraordinary session proclaimed
the state independence of the Republic of
Tajikistan. The Declaration of State Independence
reads: “Taking into account the revolutionary
transformations in the USSR and respecting the
aspiration of the sovereign republics included in it
to build relations between themselves in a new
way, ... in accordance with the Declaration on the
Sovereignty of the Republic of Tajikistan adopted
on August 24, 1990. The Supreme Soviet pro-
claims the state independence of the Republic of
Tajikistan “.

Before the declaration of independence, a Civil
War broke out in the country between represen-
tatives of various regions and clans. The final
peace agreement between representatives of the
warring parties was signed only in 1997. Thanks to
the President’s efforts, the senseless fratricidal war
was stopped; the separation of the Tajik people
along ethnic lines; refugees returned to their his-
torical places of residence; the constitutional bod-
ies of power were restored, the collapse of the
Tajik state was stopped, and the territorial integri-
ty of the country was preserved.

The achievement of the state independence of
the Republic has become an important historical
event for the Tajik people. During independence,
the Republic of Tajikistan overcame a crucial

stage in achieving national peace and unity and
took firm steps towards the implementation of
great creative plans that have a direct connection
with the fate of present and future generations.

The fateful document - the Constitution,
adopted through a popular referendum and lay-
ing the foundations for building a modern demo-
cratic, legal , secular and social  state of
Tajikistan, is also the fruit of state independence.
Sovereignty gave a new spirit to the noble and
hardworking people of Tajikistan and increased
the level of self-awareness, patriotism and
national pride of the country. And in a relatively
short period of history, Tajikistan has implement-
ed dozens of vital industrial, energy, and social
projects and built thousands of kilometers of
modern roads and tunnels that still serve the
people of Tajikistan.

Despite the many problems of past years,
including the global financial and economic crisis,
Tajikistan was able to direct the country’s econo-
my on the path of sustainable development. For 29
years, the Republic of Tajikistan has been giving
priority to the formation of a national worldview,
to educating the younger generation in the spirit
of patriotism, self-knowledge, and today we are
confident that love for Tajikistan played a positive
role in their hearts.

Now the people of Tajikistan can proudly
declare that the achievements of state independ-
ence are unique. Today, Tajikistan maintains diplo-
matic relations with more than 170 countries,
strengthens and consistently develops friendly and
mutually beneficial relations with them. Tajikistan
will make every possible effort to strengthen the
foundations of its new statehood, peace, stability
and national unity and will take even greater steps
to achieve success and strengthen the country’s
image in the international arena.

300 Rohingya migrants 
reach Indonesia ‘after 
seven months at sea’
LHOKSEUMAWE: Nearly 300 Rohingya migrants
reached Indonesia yesterday claiming to have been
at sea for seven months, United Nations officials
said, in one of the biggest landings by the persecut-
ed Myanmar minority in years. The migrants-includ-
ing more than a dozen children-were spotted at sea
on a wooden boat by locals who helped them land
near Lhokseumawe city on Sumatra’s northern
coast, officials said. 

“From their testimonies, they said that they were
seven months adrift,” said UN refugee agency coor-
dinator Oktina, who like many Indonesians goes by
one name. “We have seen their condition is very
weak at the moment,” she added. Chris Lewa, direc-
tor of the Arakan Project-an NGO that focuses on
the Rohingya crisis-said the migrants may have
been held at sea while traffickers extorted money
from their families. 

“These people were actually kept hostage,” she
said. “They (the traffickers) said they wouldn’t dis-
embark until we’re paid.” But she admitted “we
don’t really know the full story yet”. At least one
member of the group-which included 102 men, 181
women and 14 children-was ill and had to be rushed
to a local hospital for treatment, said the area’s mili-
tary chief Roni Mahendra.

‘They’re human beings like us’ 
Images from Lhokseumawe showed migrants sit-

ting on the ground in a makeshift building with their
meagre possessions. Locals had donated food and
clothing. “We’re concerned about their condition,”

said Lhokseumawe resident Aisyah. “They need
help in the name of humanity... They’re human
beings like us.” The landing comes after about 100
Rohingya, mostly women and children, arrived in the
same area in June following what they described as
a perilous four-month journey that saw them beaten
by traffickers and forced to drink their own urine to
stay alive. 

Both groups that came ashore in June-and the
latest arrivals-may have been part of an estimated
800 Rohingya who reportedly left southern
Bangladesh earlier this year, Lewa said. About 30
migrants in the original group were believed to have
died at sea, she added. Around a million Muslim

Rohingya live in cramped and squalid refugee
camps in Bangladesh-next to their native Myanmar-
where human traffickers run lucrative operations
promising to find them sanctuary abroad. 

Muslim-majority Indonesia and neighboring
Malaysia are favored destinations. Hundreds of
Rohingya had set sail in early April, but were
pushed back by Malaysian and Thai authorities in
the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, Lewa said.
“This is the biggest (arrival) we have seen since
2015,” Lewa said. “The big question is whether all
of them have now come ashore or if any are still at
sea,” she added, referring to the original 800
refugees. — AFP 

TUNIS: Tunisian journalists gather outside the union’s headquarters in the capital Tunis yesterday to
demonstrate the detention of Algerian journalist Khaled Drareni. — AFP 

Wary Hong Kongers 
shun China-backed 
mass virus testing
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s plan to test every resi-
dent for the coronavirus is being hobbled by limited
take-up as a wary public steer clear of the China-
backed health scheme. The free voluntary tests are
part of an attempt to stamp out a third wave of
infections that began in late June and saw the dense-
ly populated city reimpose economically painful
social distancing measures. But the involvement of
mainland Chinese testing firms has deterred many in
a politically divided city convulsing with resentment
towards Beijing’s rule. Yesterday morning, civil serv-
ice chief Patrick Nip said 1.15 million people had
signed up since mass testing began last Tuesday out
of a city population of some 7.5 million.

That figure is well below the 4-5 million leading
health experts said would be needed for a mass
testing scheme to be effective at finding and stop-
ping hidden transmission chains. Nip said the tests
would be extended for a further seven days to
encourage more people to sign up. “Please take the
opportunity to help Hong Kong end the epidemic’s
third wave so that people’s lives and economic
activities can gradually return,” he wrote on
Facebook.

The tepid enthusiasm is a blow for the city’s pro-
Beijing leadership, which suffers from low approval
ratings. They had called on residents to embrace the
scheme, billing it as a benevolent public health ini-
tiative made possible with Chinese help. But the
involvement of teams and labs from the mainland
has sent the rumor mills into overdrive and com-
pounded fears of Beijing’s surveillance state, which
uses biometric data to monitor its citizens. A group
of pro-democracy politicians and lawmakers, as
well as a medical union critical of Beijing, called on
the public to boycott the test.

Some prominent Hong Kong health experts also
questioned the efficacy of a mass testing program,
arguing that more targeted monitoring of at-risk
and vulnerable communities would be a better use
of resources. They raised concerns that the act of
testing so many people might itself help spread the
virus in a city where emergency rules currently for-
bid more than two people from gathering in public.
On Sunday, police arrested nearly 300 people
protesting against the government’s decision to sus-
pend local elections for a year because of the virus.

Both Beijing and city leader Carrie Lam have
accused those opposed to the testing as being
politically motivated and “anti-China”. Lam said no
DNA or other biometric data would be harvested
from the samples, which would not be tested on the
mainland. At the height of the third wave in late July,
Hong Kong was recording about 150 new cases a
day.  Over the last two weeks, that number has hov-
ered between 10-20 a day, even with the mass test-
ing scheme under way. Since the pandemic began,
Hong Kong has registered nearly 4,900 infections
and 98 deaths from the coronavirus. — AFP 

From Tajikistan Embassy 

LHOKSEUMAWE: Rohingya migrants look on following their arrival by boat in Lhokseumawe, Aceh
yesterday. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Pedestrians cross a road in the Wan Chai
district of Hong Kong yesterday. — AFP 


