
Thursday, September 17, 2020

6
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

How Belgrade’s 
sewers taint 
Europe’s river
BELGRADE: Just down the road from Belgrade’s his-
toric city centre, gates open for trucks to pass to the
banks of the Danube, where they dump raw sewage
into Europe’s venerated river.

It’s not a secret operation, but rather a business
nobody likes to mention in the Serbian capital — the
only one in Europe to spew all of its unfiltered waste-
water into the continent’s second-longest river. A
heavy odour rises as the brown stream of faeces flows
into the waterway, a far cry from the colours that
inspired Johann Strauss to write his famous waltz “On
the Beautiful Blue Danube”.

For fishermen who live off the fruits of the Danube
and the Sava rivers that join in a beautiful, broad con-
fluence around Belgrade’s old fortress, this daily prac-
tice is “disastrous”. “I want to cry, and nobody cares,”
Dragoljub Ristic, a 59-year-old fisherman told AFP.

Around a third of Belgrade, a city of 1.6 million, has
no connection to drainage systems and instead relies
on the septic tanks that the trucks empty straight into
the rivers. The rest shunt their unprocessed waste into
the river through around 100 sewage drains. 

Roughly 190 million cubic meters of wastewater —
or 60,000 Olympic-sized swimming pools — are
poured into the rivers annually, according to estimates
made by infrastructure minister Zorana Mihajlovic. 

“No big city in Europe commits such a crime
towards its rivers,” claims Belgrade Deputy Mayor
Goran Vesic, who has called for a proper wastewater
treatment system. The Danube begins in Germany and
snakes through nine other countries over 2,850 kilo-
metres (1770 miles) before draining into the Black Sea.

A group of Austrian scientists in 2019 noted a “criti-
cal” presence of E. coli bacteria in Serbia’s strip of the
river, which local experts say is a sign of the high levels
of organic pollution. If consumed, the bacteria can
cause infections, said Igor Jezdimirovic, from the local
NGO Environment Engineering.

Riverbed build-up 
Thanks to its sheer size and power, the Danube

mostly manages to “cleanse itself”, said Bozo
Dalmacija, a chemistry professor leading a water quali-
ty research team in Serbia. For most of the year bacter-
ial particles stay below 500 micrograms per millilitre,
the level at which they pose a health hazard, he told
AFP.  Those who spend their lives on the river say they
have already seen it change, with a build up of waste
shallowing out the riverbed.

While scientific studies are hard to come by, fisher-
men say the sewage has altered the variety of fish that
end up in their nets. Whitefish are harder to find
whereas bottom feeders like catfish, which eat the
waste, are more abundant. 

“We have killed all our rivers, we will kill this one
too,” lamented Mladen Jovic, a 59-year-old fisherman.
“The Danube is a very strong and powerful river that
manages (the pollution), but it can’t do it forever,” he
added.  Serbia is an EU candidate country which
hopes to join the bloc by 2025. Its environmental
record is a major obstacle, with the country needing a
five billion euro investment to build the necessary eco-
friendly infrastructure.

The country has already stated it will not be able to
meet the demands, proposing an 11-year transition
period after it joins the bloc. “It can’t be done in five
years. We are already late,” Dalmacija told AFP. —AFP

PEDUASE: West African leaders said they hope to
see a civilian-led transition government installed in
Mali “in days” after holding talks on Tuesday with
the military junta that seized power in the fragile
state last month.

The Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS) slapped sanctions on Mali after
the putsch, including closing borders and a ban on
trade and financial flows, and has called for elec-
tions within 12 months.

“We need a civilian leadership of the transition,”
Ghana President Nana Akufo-Addo, who currently
chairs ECOWAS, told journalists after hosting the
meeting. 

“The minute that leadership is put in place
through the processes they themselves have agreed
upon in Mali, the sanc-
tions that have been
placed against Mali will
be lifted by ECOWAS.”

Akufo-Addo said that
a mediator from the bloc
would travel to Bamako in
a week and that regional
leaders wanted the
process finished. 

“I’m hoping that by the
time he gets there these
things would have been
completed,” the Ghanaian leader said. “We’re talk-
ing hopefully in days not in weeks.”   

ECOWAS had given Mali’s new military rulers
until Tuesday to name a civilian president and prime
minister to head a transitional government.

The junta missed that deadline but its leader
Colonel Assimi Goita, who was appointed interim
head of state, attended the talks in Ghana on his
first trip abroad since his seizure of power.

Ivory Coast’s President Alassane Ouattara insist-
ed the meeting had made progress by “confirming

that the president and the prime minister must be
civilians”. “As soon as they are designated, we will
lift the sanctions,” he told journalists. 

Opposition criticism 
The military junta over the weekend backed an

arrangement for an 18-month transition government
in which the junta would be given the leading role in
choosing the interim president.

But the document was rejected by Mali’s protest
movement.  It underscored its objections on
Tuesday, while stressing it did not want to “break or
get involved in a conflict” with the junta.

The communique said that consultations about
the transition — which culminated in a document
published on Saturday after a three-day forum —

were marked by “intimida-
tion (and) anti-democratic
and unfair practices” and
“the desire to monopolise
and confiscate power to
the benefit of (the junta).”

“Corrections must be
able to be made to the
national consultation doc-
uments,” said Mountaga
Tall, a leader of the so-
called June 5 Movement,
or M5, an alliance of polit-

ical parties, trade unions, religious figures and
NGOs.

Mali’s former president, Ibrahim Boubacar Keita,
75, was toppled after months of protests by the M5
demanding his resignation. He had been facing deep
anger over an eight-year-old jihadist insurgency,
economic problems and entrenched corruption. The
M5 wants to be given equal status with the junta
during the transition.

Other criticism it has made of the junta-backed
transition charter concerns the powers that would

be given to the vice president, tasked with defence
and security — a job description considered to be
tailor-made for Goita.

Unstable past 
Mali’s neighbours, who are anxious to avoid the

fragile Sahel state spiralling into chaos, have not yet
reacted to the transition roadmap. Last month’s
coup is Mali’s fourth since gaining independence
from France in 1960.

A further reminder of its chronic instability
came on Tuesday with the death on Tuesday of
Moussa Traore, who led the country for 22 years.
In 1968, Moussa Traore, then a lieutenant, was the
main instigator of a coup that overthrew Modibo
Keita, the country’s first post-independence pres-
ident. He stayed in power until he in turn was
ousted in a coup in 1991. Traore died aged 83 in
the capital Bamako, his nephew Mohamed Traore
told said. —AFP

Sanctions placed against Mali will be lifted by ECOWAS

West Africa leaders hope for
Mali civilian transition ‘in days’

ACCRA: Ghana President Nana Akufo-Addo (L), chair of the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), interacts with an official at the ECOWAS meeting in Accra, Ghana, as part of several
efforts to resolve the political crisis in Mali. —AFP

Locked up, back up: 
Thai dissidents who 
refuse to give in
BANGKOK: Jailed seven years for publishing
satire of a fictitious royal family, activist Somyot
Prueksakasemsuk is in awe today as university
students spearhead a growing movement demand-
ing reforms to Thailand’s ultra-powerful monarchy.

Young activists have staged near-daily protests
for the past two months calling for frank discus-
sions of the unassailable royal family’s role —
once a taboo topic because of Thailand’s dracon-
ian royal defamation laws.

And they have inspired Somyot to join the ral-
lies in Bangkok, even if he is fearful of a possible
crackdown. “The struggle is not finished,” the vet-
eran activist, 58, told AFP. “I’m really proud that
our efforts in the past continue... The new genera-
tion is discovering the reality — that there is no
hope for them under this system.”

Among the students’ demands is the abolition
of the so-called “112” law, which shields the royal
family from defamation but has been broadly
interpreted to target any criticism.

It carries a maximum sentence of 15 years per
charge. They are also calling for the resignation of
premier Prayut Chan-O-Cha — a former army
chief who masterminded the 2014 coup — and a
rewrite to the military-scripted constitution they
say stacked last year’s election in his favour.

“He made all the rules and called it democracy,”
anti-junta activist  Pai — real  name Jatupat
Boonpattararaksa — told AFP. Pai also fell afoul of
the notorious royal defamation law.

Arrested in 2016 after sharing a BBC article
about King Maha Vajiralongkorn on Facebook, he
was jailed for more than two years before receiv-
ing a royal pardon in 2019. “This generation of
kids is coming out to say what we have not dared
say before,” said the 29-year-old.

Today, he helps fire up the crowds alongside
his Gen-Z counterparts, many of them inspired by
Hong Kong’s leaderless pro-democracy protests.

‘Still no freedom’ 
Just six people were behind bars on lese

majeste charges before the 2014 coup, according
to legal aid groups. Somyot was among them,
ensnared by the law in 2011 after his now-defunct
“Voice of Thaksin” magazine published satirical
articles about a fictional king. Part of the “Red
Shirt” movement, he supported former billionaire
premier Thaksin Shinawatra, who was ousted in a
2006 coup and lives in self-imposed exile.

Somyot said he was disappointed to see the
junta still in power when he was released in 2018.
“I came out to this society that still has no free-
dom.” By the end of the junta’s five-year regime,
the number of lese majeste convictions had surged
to at least 169 although use of the law has slowed
in recent years.

Prayut has said this is due to the “mercy” of
the king. Using lese majeste is not good for
the monarchy’s image, Somyot said, explaining
it implies the institution is “confronting the

people directly”.
But dozens of student protesters have been hit

with a sedition charge instead — potentially fac-
ing up to seven years in jail — and also accused
of breaking coronavirus distancing rules by taking
part in demonstrations. Some prominent activists
have been charged multiple times for taking part
in the protests.

The situation remains “dangerous”, said
Prontip Mankhong, a former playwright who
spent two years in prison for a work deemed
defamatory by a court. Her experience was cap-
tured in a memoir, “All They Could Do to Us”,
which had a second print-run this year due to its
popularity with protesters. 

BANGKOK: This photo taken on September 5, 2020
shows activist Somyot Prueksakasemsuk (C), who
was jailed on lese majeste charges, speaking with fel-
low anti-government protesters during a student rally
in Bangkok. —AFP

Amnesty seeks probe 
into Mozambique 
naked woman execution
JOHANNESBURG: Rights watchdog Amnesty
International on Tuesday called for an independent
probe into the killing of a naked pregnant woman by
men in military uniform in Mozambique’s restive north,
an atrocity the government blamed on jihadist rebels.

Video footage emerged this week showing men in
army uniform beating a woman they accused of being
an insurgent and then pumping bullets into her. The
Amnesty call came as the government in Maputo
blamed the killing on militants who have waged a vio-
lent insurgency in the gas-rich Cabo Delgado province
for the past three years.

“The authorities in Mozambique must immediately
launch an independent and impartial investigation into
the extrajudicial killing of a defenceless naked woman,”

Amnesty said. The government had on Monday vowed
to investigate the video killing.  But Interior Minister
Amade Miquidade on Tuesday said the killers were
jihadists dressed in uniforms “identical” to that of gov-
ernment troops.

“The video showing atrocities against a pregnant
woman is propaganda by terrorists,” he said in a audio
statement. “The video was made by terrorists ...to con-
fuse the public and it is not the first time that this has
happened,” he said.

The video first circulated on social media on
Monday, but was first shared privately on mobile
phones on September 7, the day it is suspected to have
been taken, according to Amnesty.

It showed what appears to be government troops
shouting and marching behind a woman stripped of her
clothing before beating and shooting her 36 times.

‘Campaign of denial’
Amnesty said the footage was yet “another grue-

some example of the gross human rights violations and
merciless killings taking place in Cabo Delgado by the
Mozambican security forces.”

According to analysis by Amnesty International, the
yet unidentified woman was killed along a road in the
small town of Awasse.

The executioners were heard shouting in
Portuguese that she is a member of al-Shabaab, the
name of shadowy jihadist group that has led a growing
insurgency against the government since 2017.

Deprose Muchena, Amnesty’s regional director for
east and southern Africa, said the incident was consis-
tent with the watchdog’s recent findings of rights viola-
tions and crimes “committed by the Mozambican
armed forces.”

Human Rights Watch (HRW) researcher Zenaida
Machado said the government had failed to keep the
security forces in line. “Instead ... what they invested on
is a campaign of denial, a campaign of attacking groups
like ours, activists and anyone who condemns the atti-
tude and conduct of security forces,” Machado said.

Military forces have been struggling to regain con-
trol of Cabo Delgado, which is home to one of Africa’s
biggest liquefied natural gas projects. The jihadist vio-
lence has claimed more than 1,500 lives and displaced
at least 250,000 people since 2017. —AFP

Talking 
hopefully

Seoul minister seeks 
to warm chilled 
Pyongyang ties
SEOUL: South Korea’s unification minister sought
to re-open dialogue with the North yesterday, with
relations in the deep freeze just days before the
second anniversary of a wide-ranging co-operation
agreement.

Very few of the pledges signed by the North’s
leader Kim Jong Un and the South’s president Moon
Jae-in at their 2018 Pyongyang summit — among
them joint sports teams and an Olympic bid, work

towards transport links, and a visit by Kim to Seoul
— have come to pass.

Instead relations have been at a standstill since
the collapse of a Hanoi summit between the North
and the US last year, and this June Pyongyang blew
up a North-South liaison office on its side of the
border. But Seoul’s unification minister Lee In-
young said: “I hope that communication channels,
including the inter-Korean liaison office, can be
restored and we can resume open-minded dialogue
at an early date.”

Lee spoke in front of a pine tree which Moon
and Kim planted together in Panmunjom, the truce
village in the Demilitarized Zone that divides the
peninsula, during their first summit two years ago.

Lee, a political heavyweight, described the dem-
olition of the liaison office as a “regrettable affair”,

but did not directly criticise Pyongyang. “I believe
the North has willingness to comply with the (2018)
agreement in its own way,” he said.

With less than two years of his single presiden-
tial term remaining, time is running out for the
South’s Moon — who has long championed
engagement with Pyongyang — to reach a settle-
ment with the North.

But Pyongyang has repeatedly said it has no
interest in talking to Seoul since the breakdown of
the Hanoi summit over sanctions relief and what the
nuclear-armed North would be willing to give up in
return. Regardless, Moon has called for another
meeting between Kim and US President Donald
Trump before the US presidential election in
November — even though that process is currently
deadlocked. —AFP


