
PARIS: France’s Muslim federations agreed Sunday
on a “charter of principles” requested by President
Emmanuel Macron in his bid to eradicate sectarianism
and extremism. Macron urged the French Council of
the Muslim Faith (CFCM) to devise the charter in
November, after the jihadist killing of a schoolteacher.
The charter rejects “instrumentalizing” Islam for politi-
cal ends and affirms equality between men and women,
while denouncing practices such as female circumci-
sions, forced marriages or “virginity certificates” for
brides. It also explicitly rejects racism and anti-
Semitism, and warns that mosques “are not created for
the spreading of nationalist speech defending foreign
regimes”.

“This charter reaffirms the compatibility of the
Muslim faith with the principles of the Republic,
including secularism, and the commitment of French
Muslims to their complete citizenship,” CFCM
President Mohammed Moussaoui said. In a statement
posted on Twitter, he added the charter would be
shared with imams and local leaders, “with a view to
the widest possible consultation and membership”. Its
formal adoption by the nine federations of the CFCM
opens the way to a vast restructuring of Islam in
France, particularly the creation of a National Council
of Imams (CNI) which will be responsible for “label-
ing” imams practicing in the country.

Earlier, several member federations of the CFCM
had criticized the idea of a charter declaring Islam
compatible with French law and values-the first step
toward creating the proposed CNI. But Moussaoui
and his two vice presidents hammered out an accord
in a meeting with Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin.
“There was an awareness that these disagreements
were preventing the Muslim community from asserting
itself,” Moussaoui said. “This awareness allowed us to

overcome our differences.” “I commend the work
undertaken by the French Muslim community which
clearly condemns political Islam,” Darmanin said on
Twitter.

The charter is part of Macron’s hopes to “liberate”
Islam from radicalized influences that encroach on
France’s strict secularism and which are blamed for a
wave of jihadist killings in recent years. His govern-
ment has embarked on a crackdown against extremist
mosques and associations, and plans to remove the
roughly 300 imams in France sent to teach from

Turkey, Morocco and Algeria. Macron’s government is
also pushing through legislation to combat “perni-
cious” Islamist radicalism, which would tighten rules
on issues ranging from religious-based education to
polygamy. The move, along with the president’s
defense of controversial cartoons has stoked anger
among many in the Muslim world who believe Macron
is unfairly targeting an entire religion. 

Macron has rejected the claims, saying the law aims
to protect the country’s estimated four to five million
Muslims, the largest number in Europe. — AFP 

150 killed in Yemen 
clashes near Hodeida
YEMEN: Some 150 Yemeni pro-government soldiers
and Houthi rebels have been killed in a week of fighting
south of the strategic port city of Hodeida, military
sources said yesterday. Impoverished Yemen is mired in
a devastating conflict between Iran-backed Houthi
rebels and government forces backed by Saudi Arabia
that has left tens of thousands dead and sparked a dire
humanitarian crisis. The latest clashes in the Red Sea
port city of Hodeida are the most violent since a truce
negotiated in the area by the UN came into force in
2018. The rebels, who hold Hodeida, have attacked to the
south of the city where pro-government forces maintain
positions, pro-government military sources said.

“The toll for losses on the two sides has reached
around 150 dead and 260 wounded,” an official of the
pro-government forces told AFP. The toll was confirmed
by a local official on the rebel side. The clashes had so
far not resulted in any territorial gains for the rebels, res-
idents said. After fierce fighting on Saturday and Sunday,

the intensity of clashes cooled early yesterday.  Pro-gov-
ernment forces have suffered 27 fatalities and killed 44
rebels in countering “several assaults” by the rebels, two
other pro-government sources said.  Medics and rescue
workers said that military fatalities on the two sides had
reached a total of 70 between Saturday and Sunday. Aid
group Doctors Without Borders said on Twitter that its
team in the Mocha Trauma Hospital was engaging a
“mass casualty plan” to respond to an influx of wound-
ed. “We are intensely worried for civilians living near the
frontline areas,” it added, noting “intense fighting” along
the southern Hodeida frontlines.

It was not clear whether the latest bout of fighting had
so far caused civilian casualties. In early January, five
women were killed by a shell when it hit a wedding hall
near Hodeida airport, located on the frontline. Yemen’s
war has killed tens of thousands, displaced millions and,
according to the UN, left 16 million on the brink of
famine. UN and EU officials and aid groups have warned
of a worsening humanitarian crisis after outgoing US
President Donald Trump’s administration classified the
Houthi rebels “terrorists”. The designation is expected to
halt many transactions with Houthi authorities, including
bank transfers and payments to medical personnel and
for food and fuel, due to fears of US prosecution. — AFP
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French Muslim council agrees on 
‘principles’ sought by Macron

‘Charter of principles’ to eradicate sectarianism and extremism

PARIS: Mohammed Moussaoui (second left), president of the French Council of the Muslim Faith (CFCM) makes a
statement next to Chems-Eddine Hafiz, rector of Paris’ great Mosque (second right) and other CFCM representatives,
including Assani Fassassi (left) after signing a “charter of principles” requested by President Macron. — AFP

SANAA: Supporters of Yemen’s Houthi movement raise firearms as they chant slogans during a demonstration in
front of the closed US Embassy, in the capital Sanaa yesterday. — AFP

In this file photo, a convoy of Sudanese security forces dur-
ing a rally in Al-Geneina, the capital of the West Darfur
state. — AFP

Kremlin critic Navalny
decries ‘mockery of 
justice’ at hearing
MOSCOW: Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny
said yesterday he was facing a “mockery of justice” as
police in Moscow organized a makeshift court hearing
a day after his dramatic airport arrest. With calls
growing in the West for Navalny’s release, he was
brought into a courtroom set up at the police station in
Khimki on the outskirts of Moscow where he was tak-
en following his detention on Sunday night. Aides said
Navalny, who returned to Russia for the first time since
being poisoned with a nerve agent in August, was
denied access to his lawyers and notified at the last
minute of the hearing. His team released a video of an
incredulous Navalny at the hearing. “I’ve seen a lot of
mockery of justice... but they have ripped up and
thrown away” Russia’s criminal code, Navalny said.
“This is impossible. It’s ultimate lawlessness.”

Police seized the 44-year-old, the most prominent
opponent of President Vladimir Putin, at a border con-
trol post at Moscow’s Sheremetyevo airport less than
an hour after he returned to Russia, in defiance of
warnings he would be arrested. Russia’s FSIN prison
service said it had detained Navalny for violating the
terms of a suspended sentence he was given in 2014,
on fraud charges he says were politically motivated.
Navalny is also facing potential new criminal charges
under a probe launched late last year by Russian
investigators who say he misappropriated over $4 mil-
lion worth of donations. Navalny emerged a decade
ago as the leading critic of the Kremlin, with his Anti-
Corruption Foundation publishing anti-graft investiga-
tions that often reveal the lavish lifestyles of the
Russian elite.

He has repeatedly led large-scale street protests
against Putin, most recently in the summer of 2019, and
was gearing up for another challenge to authorities
during elections to the lower house State Duma in
September. He was evacuated to Germany after falling
violently ill on a flight over Siberia in August from what
Western experts eventually concluded was a poison-
ing with Soviet-designed nerve agent Novichok.
Navalny accused Putin of ordering the attack, a claim
the Kremlin vehemently denies. Russian police have
not opened an investigation citing a lack of evidence.
His arrest on Sunday drew widespread Western con-
demnation, with the United States, European Union,
France and Canada all calling for his release. Others
joined that call yesterday, with EU chief Ursula von der
Leyen saying Russian authorities should “immediately
release him and ensure his safety”. —AFP

SANAA: Supporters of Yemen’s Houthi movement raise
firearms as they chant slogans during a demonstra-
tion in front of the closed US Embassy, in the capital
Sanaa yesterday. — AFP 

Poland’s youngest 
return to school as 
depression rates grow
WARSAW: Poland’s youngest children returned to
school yesterday for the first time in over two months
but most pupils will remain in virtual classrooms as
experts warned of a growing psychological toll. Poland
has seen some of the longest school closures in Europe
due to Covid-19 but many parents are concerned that
children may be returning too soon.

“I don’t like the idea of children going back to school.
I’m worried about my son,” said Rafal Kazimierczak, 46,
a sports journalist.

“He’s only nine years old and too young to be
demanded to adhere to a strict sanitary regime. It’s
impossible to maintain social distance.” Grades 1-3 are
returning to school for the first time since November 9.
Older primary schools, Grades 4-8, have been out of
physical schools since October 26. Secondary schools
and universities shut on October 19. Psychologist Beata
Trzesniewska said long periods away from the class-
room were having a negative effect.

“Cases of depression among pupils and students are
going up,” she said. Children and students “are saying
they do not see the purpose of studying, have no inter-
est in their current life, feel sad or bored or that nothing

has meaning. “Above all, they feel that they have no way
of influencing what is happening right now,” she told
AFP. The government has said it wants to bring more
children back but is starting with the youngest as it says
they are least likely to be infected and remote learning
for them is least effective.

“We are of course striving to get children back to
school as soon as possible, as safely and securely as
possible for children, teachers and all school staff,”
President Andrzej Duda said on Friday.

Poland yesterday reported 3,271 new coronavirus
cases and 52 additional deaths.

‘Stop-start-pause’ schooling 
A ranking by the Insights for Education Foundation,

a Switzerland-based non-governmental group, shows
Polish schools have been closed for 128 days, putting it
second in the EU after Romania with 140 days. The list
is stopped by Panama, Bolivia and El Salvador with 295,
270 and 267 days of closed schools.

Randa Grob-Zakhary, head of Insights for Education,
said access to remote learning and the quality of that
learning have been “very variable” around the world.
“The common assumption that school is dangerous has
not held up. There are ways that countries have shown
to safely and gradually return schools,” she said. “Poland
is showing this by re-introducing Grades 1-3.” Grob-
Zakhary said she believes there would be no “post-
Covid period soon” and countries had to “help children
flourish alongside Covid and stop this stop-start-pause”
with school closures and re-openings. — AFP

Beijing likens Pompeo
to a ‘mantis’ after 
latest US sanctions
HONG KONG: China yesterday likened outgoing
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo to a “praying mantis”
in a colorful condemnation of the latest US sanctions
sparked by the mass arrest of Hong Kong pro-democ-
racy activists. Pompeo, one of the Trump administra-
tion’s most vociferous China hawks, has spent his final
days in office unveiling a host of measures targeting
Beijing ahead of Wednesday’s inauguration of
President-elect Joe Biden. Among them was fresh
sanctions on six officials-including Hong Kong’s sole
representative to China’s top lawmaking body-in
response to the recent arrest of 55 democracy
activists under a new security law.

“Hong Kong’s development from chaos to stability
is unstoppable,” Beijing’s Hong Kong and Macau
Affairs Office said in its first response to the sanctions
yesterday. “People like Pompeo are nothing but laugh-
able praying mantises who are trying in vain to stop
the rolling wheels of history.” The metaphor stems
from an old Chinese idiom that describes futility in
which a mantis tries to stop a chariot with its legs.
Dismissing US sanctions as “a political trick when all
other tricks are exhausted”, the office urged Pompeo
to “wind up the show”-a reference to his impending
departure from office. 

On Saturday the Hong Kong government slammed
the sanctions as “insane, shameless and despicable”-
one of a host of recent statements from the business
hub’s authorities that channel the rhetoric used by the
authoritarian mainland. Hong Kong was convulsed by
seven months of huge and often violent democracy
protests in 2019. China dismissed the protests and has
since overseen a widespread crackdown in the finan-
cial hub, including imposing a draconian security law
last year that criminalizes much dissent. —AFP

Fears about Darfur 
after 130 killed in 
days of fighting
KHARTOUM: The latest inter-ethnic violence to rock
Sudan’s restive Darfur left 47 dead yesterday, after 83
died in separate weekend clashes - and following short-
ly after a peacekeeping mission ended operations. With
at least 130 people killed in total, the recent violence is
some of the worst reported since the signing of a peace
agreement in October, which observers hoped would
end years of war.

The bloodshed comes just over two weeks since the
hybrid United Nations African Union Mission in Darfur
(UNAMID) ended operations in their long-running
peacekeeping mission. While former rebel forces have
committed to lay down their weapons in the recent
political peace deal, decades of conflict have left the
vast western region awash with weapons and divided
by bitter rivalries.

Key issues include land ownership and access to
water. In South Darfur, fighting broke out early yester-
day between the powerful Arab Rizeigat tribe and the
Fallata, a cattle and camel herding people who trace
their roots to the Fulani of western Africa. “The clashes
between the Rizeigat tribe and the Fallata tribe have
stopped, and we have now counted 47 deaths,” local
Fallata leader Mohamed Saleh told AFP. Saleh said that
several homes were torched in the attack.

‘Ugly face of war’ 
The fighting in South Darfur comes after at least 83

people were killed in clashes between rival ethnic
groups on Saturday and Sunday in El Geneina, the capi-
tal of West Darfur state. Sudanese authorities in
Khartoum said they had sent a “high-profile” delegation
to help contain the situation. The United Nations - a
long-running presence in the nation - expressed deep
concerns on Sunday over the violence.

Sudan has been undergoing a fragile transition since
the April 2019 ouster of president Omar Al-Bashir fol-
lowing mass protests against his rule. The Sudanese
Professionals Association, an umbrella group which
spearheaded protests against Bashir, said Sunday that
the violence showed the “deficiencies” of the peace
agreement, which they said did not address the roots of
the crisis in the region.

Darfur endured a bitter conflict that erupted in 2003,
leaving roughly 300,000 people dead and 2.5 million
displaced, according to the UN. The fighting erupted
when ethnic minority rebels rose up against the Arab-
dominated government in Khartoum, which responded
by recruiting and arming a notorious Arab-dominated
militia known as the Janjaweed. The main conflict has
subsided over the years but ethnic and tribal clashes still
flare periodically, largely pitting semi-nomadic Arab
pastoralists against settled farmers.

On Dec 31, the UNAMID force formally ended its 13
years of operations in the region. It plans a phased
withdrawal of its approximately 8,000 armed and civil-
ian personnel within six months. Fearing deadly vio-
lence, Darfur residents held protests in late December
against UNAMID’s departure.—AFP


