
Sunday, September 27, 2020

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

Established 1961 

African court
requests  I Coast 
ex-president be 
added to electoral roll
ABIDJAN: Ivory Coast should allow former
president Laurent Gbagbo, who has been barred
from running in next month’s key presidential
election, to vote in the poll, the African Court on
Human and Peoples’ Rights said Friday.

The court, established by African Union
members in 2004, asked Ivory Coast to “take all
necessary steps to immediately remove all
obstacles” preventing Gbagbo from being
added to the electoral roll.

Ivory Coast withdrew its recognition of the
court’s jurisdiction in April this year. Gbagbo,
who was president from 2000 to 2010, is not on
the electoral roll which was updated this year,
and thus cannot vote or be a candidate in the
October 31 election.

The Constitutional Council, Ivory Coast’s top
court, has rejected 40 of 44 applications to con-
test the election, which is taking place against a
backdrop of extreme tension. Those barred
include Gbagbo, 75, and former rebel leader
Guillaume Soro, 47, both of whom played key
roles in the crisis that engulfed the country after
disputed elections in 2010.

The Ivorian court, however, accepted an
application by President Alassane Ouattara, 78,
who is seeking a third term despite criticism that
this sidesteps constitutional limits. Gbagbo was
freed conditionally by the International Criminal
Court (ICC) in The Hague after he was cleared
in January 2019 of crimes against humanity. He is
living in Brussels pending the outcome of an
appeal against the ICC ruling.

‘Provocation’ 
His candidacy was rejected by the

Constitutional Council on the grounds that he
was handed a 20-year jail term by an Ivorian
court last November over the looting of the local
branch of the Central Bank of West African
States during the post-election crisis.

The African Court, based in Arusha in
Tanzania, also said Gbagbo’s conviction should
not be included on his judicial record until it had
time to deliver a full judgement. On September
15, the African Court handed down a verdict in
Soro’s favour, saying Ivory Coast should also
“immediately remove all obstacles” preventing
him from competing in the ballot.

Soro provided military help that enabled
Ouattara to come to power after a civil war that
erupted when Gbagbo refused to accept defeat
in the 2010 election.

More than 3,000 people died in the fighting.
Soro, who lives today in France, was barred from
contesting the election on the grounds of a 20-
year sentence, also in absentia, for alleged
embezzlement of public funds, handed down in
April.

Ouattara, has blasted attempts by Gbagbo
and Soro to contest the presidential election as
“provocation” and said one of them belongs
behind bars. “Soro, like Gbagbo, was excluded
because he has a criminal record,” Ouattara told
the French magazine Paris Match.

“Each of them are perfectly aware that their
candidacies are based on provocation...
Guillaume Soro doesn’t deserve to be on the
campaign trail but in prison,” he said. “This
young man, drunk on money and power, has
simply lost his head.” — AFP

UNITED NATIONS: Palestinian president Mahmud
Abbas appealed Friday to the United Nations for an
international conference on the Middle East in 2021,
hoping for a new start after US elections and the
milestone of Gulf Arabs’ recognition of Israel.

In an address to the General Assembly, Abbas
asked Secretary-General Antonio Guterres to con-
vene the meeting on the Palestinian issue “early next
year” and bring in “all relevant parties.” “The con-
ference should have full authority to launch a gen-
uine peace process based on international law,”
Abbas told the virtual General Assembly in a
recorded address.

“It should aim to end the occupation and grant
the Palestinian people their freedom and independ-
ence in their own state along the 1967 borders with
East Jerusalem as its capital and settle final-status
issues, notably the refugee question,” he said.

Abbas made his appeal amid concerns among
Palestinians of dwindling support in the Arab world
for their decades-long campaign for an independent
state. The United Arab Emirates and Bahrain earlier
this month agreed to recognize Israel, a major coup
for the Jewish state and diplomatic win for US
President Donald Trump.

The two Arab states, while saying they still sup-
port a Palestinian state, share the concerns of Israel
and the United States about neighboring Iran.
Abbas said: “It is delusional to think that the
Palestinian people could be sidelined.”

“You should all know that there can be no peace,
no security, no stability or coexistence in our region
without an end to the occupation and without a just
and comprehensive solution to the Palestinian ques-
tion,” he said. The Palestinian Authority has refused

diplomatic efforts by Trump due to his administra-
tion’s staunch advocacy of Israel. If Trump loses in
November 3 elections, the conference sought by
Abbas would take place under a US president Joe
Biden, who is also a supporter of Israel but has
vowed to promote a two-state solution. 

The Palestinians have also agreed to hold elec-
tions in early 2021 as the shock of the Gulf Arabs’
moves sparks new talks of reconciliation between
Abbas’ Fatah movement and Hamas, the Islamist
militant group that runs the Gaza Strip.

Israel’s ambassador to the United Nations, Gilad
Erdan, said the 84-year-old Abbas’ speech “showed
more than anything else that his time is up.” “He
understood that the peace agreements we have
signed shattered the Palestinian veto over peace
agreements with the Arab world and what was
revealed to all was Palestinian refusal,” he said.

Pope backs multilateralism 
Pope Francis, addressing the world body for the

first time in five years, distanced himself implicitly
with Trump’s “America First” ideology.

“At present we are witnessing an erosion of mul-
tilateralism, which is all the more serious in light of
the development of new forms of military technolo-
gy,” he said in his video address.

“We need to break with the present climate of
distrust,” he said. He said the world faced a choice
between multilateralism and a path towards nation-
alism, protectionism and isolation.

“It excludes the poor, the vulnerable, and those
dwelling on the peripheries of life,” Francis said,
warning that such a path would be “detrimental to
the whole community.”  The pontiff also called for a
relaxing of international sanctions, which he called

harmful to civilians around the world. The UN
General Assembly each year packs 10,000 world
leaders, delegates and observers into a few con-
gested stretches of New York, which becomes a
hub for face-to-face diplomacy. Due to the novel
coronavirus pandemic, this year’s summit is almost
entirely virtual, with leaders sending in recorded

addresses. The summit has nonetheless been charac-
terized by angry exchanges between the United
States and China. Trump used his speech on Tuesday
to demand action against China over the “plague” of
Covid-19, which he blamed on Beijing as it initially
covered up news of the disease. — AFP

Palestinians have also agreed to hold elections in early 2021
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S Korea demands 
Pyongyang probe in 
killing of official
SEOUL: Seoul said yesterday it will demand further
investigation by Pyongyang into the killing of a
South Korean official after a rare public apology
from North Korean leader Kim Jong Un.

The fisheries official was shot dead by North
Korean soldiers on Tuesday, the first such killing of
a South Korean civilian in a decade.

In a surprise move, Kim said he was “very sorry”

for the “unexpected and disgraceful event”, but
South Korea announced it would ask for further
investigation.

“We have decided to demand the North carry
out a further probe and request a joint investigation
if necessary,” the Blue House, South Korea’s presi-
dential office, said in a statement.

It added that South Korea’s own investigation
will continue because of “discrepancies” in the
accounts of the shooting.

South Korean military officials say the man was
interrogated while in the water for several hours
and expressed a desire to defect, but was killed
after an “order from superior authority”.

They also said North Koreans poured oil over his
body and burnt it, calling it an “outrageous act”.

In contrast, Pyongyang said in a letter sent

Friday — which contained Kim’s apology — that
the official had “illegally entered our waters” and
refused to properly identify himself.

It acknowledged that around 10 rounds were
fired at the man, and that he was not visible after
the shooting.

Troops then set the official’s flotation device —
which was covered in blood — on fire in accor-
dance with North Korea’s emergency coronavirus
regulations, the letter added.

Apologies from North Korea — let alone attrib-
uted to Kim personally — are extremely unusual,
and the message came with inter-Korean ties in a
deep freeze, and nuclear negotiations between
Pyongyang and Washington deadlocked.

There have been no North Korean media reports
on the contents of the letter. — AFP

Iran asylum seeker 
stuck in limbo on 
divided Cyprus
NICOSIA: Dissident Iranian singer Omid Tootian
has for days been sleeping in a tent in the buffer
zone of the world’s last divided capital, after being
refused entry by the Republic of Cyprus.

“I can’t go to one side or the other,” the per-
former, in his mid-40s, whose songs speak out
against Iranian authorities, told AFP. “I’m stuck liv-
ing in the street.”   His tent is pitched between two
checkpoints in western Nicosia, among the weeds
outside an abandoned house in the quasi-”no man’s
land” that separates the northern and southern
parts of Cyprus, which has been divided since 1974.

In early September, he travelled to the north of the
Mediterranean island, controlled by the self-pro-
claimed Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,
recognised only by Ankara. Two weeks later, Tootian,
who had been living in Turkey for around three years,
tried for the first time to seek asylum in the Republic
of Cyprus, which controls the southern two-thirds of
the island and is in the European Union. 

But once at the green line, the 180 kilometre-
(112-mile)-long buffer zone that traverses the island
and is patrolled by United Nations peacekeepers, he
was denied entry into the south. Refusing to return
to the TRNC, where he fears he would be in danger,
Tootian found himself in limbo in the few hundred
metres of land that divides the two territories. 

‘Threats’ 
“I don’t know why they haven’t approved my

entry... but I think it’s because of the coronavirus,”
he said, speaking at the pro-unification Home for
Cooperation community centre in the buffer zone
where he eats, grooms and spends most of his days.

“But I hope things will become clear because
now I don’t know what will happen, and it’s a very
difficult situation.” Because his songs are very criti-
cal of the Iranian regime, Tootian fears that if he
returns to the north of the island, he will first be sent
back to Turkey and then to Iran. “Turkey is no longer
a safe country for me because the Turkish regime is
close to Iran,” he said, adding that he had for the
past six months been receiving anonymous “threats”
from unknown callers using private phone numbers.

In July, three Iranians were sentenced to death
by the Islamic republic. Two of them had initially
fled to Turkey and, according to the non-govern-
mental group the Center for Human Rights in Iran,
Turkish authorities cooperated with Tehran to repa-
triate them. Since arriving at the checkpoint, Tootian
has tried “four or five times” in a week to enter,
without success, despite the help of a migrant rights
advocacy group known as KISA and the UN mis-
sion in the buffer zone.

According to European and international regula-
tions, Cyprus cannot expel an asylum seeker until
the application has been considered and a final
decision issued. The police said “they have restric-
tions not to let anybody in”, KISA member Doros
Polycarpou told AFP. 

Cypriot police spokesman Christos Andreou said
“it is not the responsibility of the police” to decide
who can enter the Republic of Cyprus. They “follow
the instructions of the Ministry of Interior”, put in
place “because of the pandemic”, he added.

According to the ministry, “all persons who are
willing to cross from a legal entry point to the area
controlled by the Republic must present a negative
COVID-19 test carried out within the last 72 hours”
— a requirement Tootian said he had fulfilled. 

Polycarpou charges that the Cypriot “govern-
ment has used the pandemic to restrict basic human
rights”.  A spokeswoman for the UN refugee agency
in Cyprus Emilia Strovolidou said “there are other
means to protect asylum seekers and public health
at the same time... we can test people when they
arrive or take quarantine measures”.  — AFP

HEBRON: A family walks by amid clashes between Palestinian protesters and Israeli security forces in the
occupied West Bank town of Hebron. — AFP

NICOSIA: Iranian singer Omid Tootian, 46, poses for a picture during an interview in the UN-controlled buffer
zone in the Cypriot capital Nicosia,  where he’s been stuck since mid-September. — AFP

Malaysian PM faces 
test in state polls
SEMPORNA: Malaysia’s embattled leader faces
state elections yesterday that are his biggest politi-
cal test since taking office, with analysts saying he
desperately needs a win to strengthen his tenuous
hold on power.

A defeat for Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin’s
allies in Sabah state on Borneo will erode support
among his seven-month-old government’s coalition
partners, increasing pressure for snap national polls,
observers warn.

Adding to his problems, the election comes just
days after opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim
launched a bid to topple his administration, claiming
he had mustered enough support from MPs to take
over. Malaysia has been gripped by political turmoil
since the collapse in February of a reformist gov-
ernment, which was headed by Mahathir Mohamad
and included Anwar, amid bitter infighting. 

Muhyiddin seized power without an election and
leads a coalition backed by a scandal-plagued par-
ty, but his administration has only a wafer-thin
majority in parliament and critics say it is illegiti-
mate.  The Sabah elections were called after a
Muhyiddin ally launched a bid to take over the
opposition-controlled local government. But rather
than cede power, the chief minister dissolved the
state assembly.

About 1.1 million people are eligible to vote for
73 assembly seats in the state on the northeastern
tip of jungle-clad Borneo island, which is home to a
dizzying array of indigenous groups.  

Loose coalitions are backing the government and
the opposition, but analysts say the vote is too close
to call. Results are expected late Saturday.

The outcome will not directly affect the balance
of power at the national level, but it is a key test of
Muhyiddin’s popularity.

Despite taking power without a democratic vote,
he has won praise for his government’s handling of
the coronavirus outbreak, and received a 69 per-
cent approval rating in a recent survey.

“He needs a win to show... that the high populari-
ty he enjoys can be translated into votes on the
ground,” Ibrahim Suffian, head of independent
polling firm Merdeka Center, told AFP. 

“If he loses badly, then the government could
potentially collapse.”

Muhyiddin has faced pressure from his allies to
call a general election soon to secure a stronger
mandate, but some observers believe he wants to
delay as long as possible.  That, however, may
become difficult if he fares badly in Sabah.

Anwar’s power play has added to pressure on
Muhyiddin but does not appear to have gained
traction for now.

He has refused to reveal the number of MPs
backing him while the king, who appoints the coun-
try’s premier, has postponed an appointment to see
him due to ill health. — AFP


