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US-bound caravan swells to 9,000 people
Honduran migrants push their way past police at Guatemalan border town
CAMOTAN, Guatemala: At least 9,000 Honduran
migrants have entered Guatemala after a first group
pushed past border police late Friday and others soon
followed on the first step of a journey north they hope will
take them to the United States, officials said Saturday.
Seeking to escape poverty, unemployment, gang and drug
violence and the aftermath of two devastating hurricanes,
the migrants, most of them traveling on foot, planned to
head first to Mexico and then on to the US, a journey of
thousands of kilometers.

A first group of men, women and children - many
wearing masks due to the COVID-19 pandemic - pushed
their way Friday past police at the Guatemalan border
town of El Florido, 220 km east of Guatemala City, an AFP
correspondent said. Guatemalan officials said the initial
group numbered roughly 6,000; an additional 3,000
crossed into the country on Saturday, they said.

A Guatemalan government statement denounced what
it said was a violation of its national sovereignty and
called on Honduras to “contain the massive departure of

its inhabitants, through permanent preventive actions”. A
police official said the migrants were allowed to cross into
Guatemala because there were many families with chil-
dren. They said officers, who were unarmed, feared tear
gas could cause casualties. Border agents asked the
migrants for their papers - and demanded proof of nega-
tive coronavirus tests - but appeared to let many through
who did not meet those requirements.

Sandals and backpacks 
As the migrants moved northward in small groups,

workers with the International Committee of the Red
Cross and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees pro-
vided some with assistance. Most of the migrants, many in
sandals, carried backpacks with their few belongings.
Olga Ramirez, 28, trudged along with her husband, four
children ages 3 to 8, and her brother. She carried the
smallest child in her arms and the middle kids rode in a
decrepit stroller that looked like it was about to collapse.

Ramirez said they left Honduras because staying

meant running the risk of only eating every other day.
She lost her job selling food in a bus station after the
facility was privatized. “They threw us out like we were
dogs, like garbage, as if we were worthless to the coun-
try,” Ramirez said, drying her tears as she walked along
the side of the road. “And I have no profession to sup-
port my family,” she said.

The migrants are seeking a better life in America
under Joe Biden after years of tough anti-immigrant poli-
cies under Donald Trump, but US authorities have already
warned off the group. Guatemala, Mexico and Honduras
have an agreement with the US to stop north-bound
migratory flows. Biden has promised “a fair and humane
immigration system” and pledged aid to tackle the root
causes of poverty and violence that drive Central
Americans to the United States.

But Mark Morgan, acting commissioner of US
Customs and Border Protection, warned the group last
week not to “waste your time and money”. The US
commitment to the “rule of law and public health” is

not affected by the change in administration, he said in
a statement.

‘National emergency’ 
More than a dozen caravans, some with thousands of

migrants, have set off from Honduras since Oct 2018. But
all have run up against thousands of US border guards
and soldiers under Trump, who characterized immigrants
from Mexico as “rapists” and criminals. The Mexican gov-
ernment said it would not allow the “illegal entry” of any
migrant caravans and deployed 500 immigration officers
to the border states of Chiapas and Tabasco.

Guatemalan migration officials said the Honduran
group appeared to be heading for the border post at
Tecun Uman in southern Mexico. Trump said Friday he
was extending a national emergency on the border with
Mexico, a measure he first imposed in Feb 2019. “Further
action is needed to address the humanitarian crisis and to
control unlawful migration and the flow of narcotics and
criminals,” a White House statement said. —AFP

CAMOTAN, Guatemala: Honduran migrants, part of a caravan heading to the United States, hitchhike on a truck on Saturday. —AFP

Morocco Jews 
‘already packing’ 
for Israel flights
CASABLANCA: Fanny Mergui has no
doubt:  Moroccan Jews “are already
packing their suitcases” to board direct
flights to Israel after the kingdom nor-
mal ized t ies  with  the Jewish state .
Morocco, home to North  Afr ica ’s
biggest  Jewish community  and the
ancestral homeland of some 700,000
Israelis, is also hoping for an influx of
Israel i  tourists when the COVID-19
pandemic eases.

“I’m very happy” that the five-hour
route will be served by direct flights,
said Mergui, a Moroccan Jew who lives
in Casablanca. “It’s a true revolution.”
The first direct commercial flight headed
from Tel Aviv to Rabat in December to
mark the three-way, US-brokered
accord, under which Washington also
recognized Moroccan sovereignty over
disputed Western Sahara.

But tickets for regular commercial
f l ights  have yet  to  go on sa le .
Bureaucratic delays have been com-
pounded by the pandemic, which forced
Morocco to mostly close its borders
since March and impose a nationwide
curfew in December. Singer Suzanne
Harroch, who had to wait 14 hours in
transit at a Paris airport last time she
vis i ted Israe l , ca l led the Israe l i-
Moroccan rapprochement a “miracle”.
“A lot of my family live there,” said the
67-year-old. “I can’t wait to see them
more, and more often.”

Historical ties 
Israel had established liaison offices

in  Morocco in  the  1990s dur ing  a
short-l ived diplomatic opening. But
they were closed again in the early
2000s as the second Palestinian intifa-
da sparked a crushing Israeli response.
Yet relations quietly continued, with
some $149 mil l ion in bi lateral  trade
between 2014-2017, according to
Moroccan news reports.

The re-opening of the liaison offices
could make i t  much easier for
Moroccans to obtain visas to visit Israel.

Morocco is also hoping to host more
Israeli visitors. Official statistics show
that prior to the coronavirus pandemic,
up to 70,000 Israeli tourists used to vis-
it the country annually. Most were of
Moroccan ancestry and had kept close
ties with their country of origin. 

“The majority of Israelis of Moroccan
origin are del ighted,” said Avraham
Avizemer, who left Casablanca as a tod-
dler and has lived for decades in Israel.
The fact their children and grandchildren
can return “is huge”, he said. One Israeli
already in Morocco is Elan. The 34-year-
old sat in the library of a Casablanca
synagogue, where along with other
Israeli Jews, mostly of Moroccan origin,
he is receiving religious classes from a
Moroccan rabbi. “Direct flights would
make travel easier,” he said.

Morocco’s Jewish community dates
back to antiquity. It was boosted in the
15th century by Jews expelled from Spain,
and by the late 1940s reached about
250,000 people - around a tenth of the
population. But that figure tumbled as
many Moroccan Jews headed to the newly
founded state of Israel. Today, about
3,000 Jews remain in Morocco. —AFP

Sudan textbook picture
sparks angry debate
KHARTOUM: As Sudan’s transitional government shifts the nation
from the Islamist rule of ousted strongman Omar Al-Bashir, a new
schoolbook has sparked controversy for reproducing Michelangelo’s
iconic “Creation of Adam”. Khartoum’s government has embarked on
deeply controversial reforms in bid to boost its international standing
and rescue its ailing economy - but bringing it into confrontation with
those who see changes as anti-Islamic.

The offending picture, in a history textbook for teenagers, has
become a flashpoint in the argument. “It is an ugly offence,” said
Sudan’s Academy of Islamic Fiqh, the body ruling on Islamic law,
which issued an edict banning teaching from the book. Michelangelo’s
fresco, depicting the Biblical story of God reaching out with his hand
to give life to Adam, is a flagship piece of 16th century Renaissance
art that forms part of the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling in Rome.

But Adam (PBUH) is also revered as a prophet in the Quran, and
Islamists say the painting goes against teachings prohibiting depictions
of the human form in art. “The book glorifies Western culture in a way
that makes it the culture of science and civilization - in contrast to its
presentation of Islamic civilization,” the Fiqh academy added.

Furious Muslim clerics have railed against the book, and other
changes to the school curriculum. In one video widely shared on
social media, a preacher broke down as he waved the book during
Friday prayers, accusing it of promoting “apostasy” and “heresy”.
Another urged followers to “burn the book”. 

But others defended the changes, saying they were part of nec-
essary education reforms. “The picture is not in a religious book,”

teacher Qamarya Omar told AFP. “It is in a history book for the
sixth-grade under a section called European Renaissance, which
makes it placed in context.” Omar is also a member of the Sudanese
Professionals Association - an umbrella group which spearheaded
months-long anti-Bashir protests. “A picture will not make people
shun their religion or shake their belief,” said Omar. “School curricu-
la should be determined by educational experts on a scientific
basis,” she added. 

However, the protests have shaken the authorities. Prime Minister
Abdalla Hamdok’s transitional civilian-majority government has been
pushing for reforms aimed at dismantling decades of repression and
hardline Islam. Then on Jan 6, Hamdok froze changes to the school cur-
ricula and ordered the formation of committee representing all sectors
of the society to investigate. Adel Hamza, of the Academy of Islamic
Fiqh, said Hamdok’s “decision resolved the issue”. —AFP

CASABLANCA: Members of the Moroccan Jewish community pray at the synagogue
of Em Habanim on Jan 5, 2021. —AFP

KHARTOUM: People walk past book stalls on the roadside in the
Sudanese capital on Jan 14, 2021. —AFP


