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MADRID: Thousands of people joined May 1 ral-
lies in more than 70 cities across Spain yesterday in
the first Labor Day demonstrations since the pan-
demic began. Wearing masks and observing social
distancing, demonstrators marched through the
streets waving banners although in many places,
numbers were capped to ensure anti-COVID meas-
ures were respected. The main demonstration in
Madrid, which was limited to 1,000 people, began
at midday (1000 GMT) under the slogan “Now it’s
time to deliver” with the participants marching from
the town hall to the city’s Puerta del Sol square.  

Seven government ministers attended the march,
including Labor Minister Yolanda Diaz as well as
representatives of the three left-wing parties run-
ning in Tuesday’s regional election in Madrid.  At
the rally, union leaders Pepe Alvarez of the UGT and
the CCOO’s Unai Sordo urged the government to
honor commitments delayed by the pandemic, such
as repealing a controversial labor reform, raising the
minimum wage and approving a law on equal pay. 

Addressing the march, Diaz said employment
was key for overcoming the crisis. “The crisis has
made us face up to an outdated labor model, based
on casual work, seasonal employment and inequali-
ty.. which is exactly what the labor ministry has
started to change,” she said in remarks broadcast
on Spain’s RNE radio. “This May 1 is not just any
other day because the values of dignified employ-
ment, solidarity, equality and social justice-which
are embodied today-are undoubtedly the most
effective response to the economic and social crisis
we’re experiencing.” 

Spain has been badly hit by the pandemic and is
due to receive 140 billion euros ($167 billion) worth
of EU funds between 2021 and 2026 to help its
virus-battered economy.

But Alvarez said it was critical to ensure the
funds were used “to face up to the needs of its citi-

zens and.. to make a change to its production mod-
el”. In Barcelona, some 3,000 people joined the
May Day marches, unions said, while in Mallorca,
demonstrators joined a vehicle convoy in the capital
Palma to avoid the rain, RTVE television reported.

Meanwhile, millions of travellers criss-crossed
China as the Labor Day holiday got underway yes-
terday, packing out tourist sites, thronging restau-
rants and visiting family as the vast country edges
towards life after COVID. The world’s second largest
economy is expecting some 265 million journeys by

road, train or boat during the five-day holiday, a
transport ministry official said this week-numbers
last seen in 2019 before the coronavirus struck.

Hundreds of day trippers packed out the walk-
way along the top of the Great Wall at Badaling,
some 60 kilometers (37 miles) from downtown
Beijing, with many not wearing masks. Ahead of the
holiday on Friday, passengers thronged train sta-
tions across the country, with queues stretching
across crowded departure halls.  Although China’s
economy has bounced back from the coronavirus-

induced slowdown of last year, consumer activity
has lagged behind the stronger rebound seen in the
industrial production. But retail sales have since
picked up, surging 34.2 percent on-year in March
and painting a more optimistic picture of consump-
tion demand. Key cities such as capital city Beijing,
as well as Shanghai and Guangzhou, are expected
to see greater demand this Labor Day holiday, said
the transport official Li Huaqiang. “The number of
people would have basically returned to levels seen
in the same period in 2019,” he added. — AFP

Thousands join May Day rallies in Spain
China Labor Day travel rush gives glimpse of life after COVID

BEIJING: People walk outside the Forbidden City during the Labor Day holiday in Beijing yesterday.—AFP

Most UK women 
held in Syria are 
trafficking victims
LONDON: The majority of British women and
children detained in displacement camps in
northeast Syria are trafficking victims being
failed by the UK government, rights group
Reprieve said Friday.

The women, some who were as young as 12
when they were taken to Syria, were trafficked
by the Islamic State group (IS) and subjected to
sexual and other forms of exploitation, the UK-
based NGO’s investigation found. It accused the
British government of “systematically failing”
them through policies of blanket citizenship
stripping, refusing repatriation and withholding
basic consular assistance. 

UK authorities have long grappled with how
to handle the estimated 900 Britons who trav-
elled to Syria and Iraq to join the conflict there.
Although hundreds have returned to the UK-
with dozens then prosecuted-the government
has revoked more than 150 people’s citizenship
and an unconfirmed number remain in the hands
of pro-Western Kurdish militias in northeast
Syria. Shamima Begum, who was just 15 when
she and two other schoolgirls from London
travelled to Syria to join the jihadists, is the most
high-profile case.

She was stripped of her citizenship in 2019,
and recently lost a long-running legal bid to
return to appeal the decision. Reprieve, which
estimates around 25 British adults and 34 UK
children are still being held, urged London to
reverse its policies.

“The complex dynamics of the situation of
British women and children detained in NES
(northeast Syria) can only be properly dealt
with by the UK authorities when the families are
repatriated to Britain,” it said. “It is wrong to
suggest that the UK can abandon these victims
of trafficking.” Siobhan Mullally, UN Special
Rapporteur on the issue, wrote in a foreword to
the report that Britain was failing to meet slav-
ery and human trafficking commitments.
“Urgent protection gaps now exist in relation to
UK nationals,” she wrote.

The NGO’s probe relied on extensive
research conducted in the  region since 2017,
including face-to-face interviews with detainees
in Syrian camps as well as discussions with their
relatives. At least 63 percent of the British
women and children there are victims of traf-
ficking, either transported as children, coerced
into travelling there or kept and moved internal-
ly against their will, Reprieve said.

It concluded that IS used similar tactics to
child sex trafficking gangs, grooming and
recruiting hundreds of women and girls who
were subsequently forced into marriage, sexu-
al slavery and domestic servitude. In another
report foreword Andrew Mitchell, a lawmaker
from Britain’s ruling Conservatives and a for-
mer international development minister,
accused his government of having a “blind-
spot” on the issue. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: After proving pow-
ered, controlled flight is possible on
the Red Planet, NASA’s Mars
Ingenuity helicopter has new orders:
scout ahead of the Perseverance rover
to assist in its search for past signs of
microbial life. The next phase extends
the rotocraft’s mission beyond the
original month-long technology
demonstration. Now, the goal is to
assess how well flyers can help future
exploration of Mars and other worlds.

“We’re going to gather information
on the operational support capability
of the helicopter while Perseverance
focuses on its science mission,” Lori
Glaze, director of NASA’s Planetary
Science Division, told reporters Friday.
The type of reconnaissance that
Ingenuity performs could one day also
prove useful to human missions, by
scoping out the best paths for explor-
ers to traverse, and reaching locations
that aren’t otherwise possible.

The four pound (1.8 kilogram) mini
chopper successfully performed the
fourth of its five originally planned
flights on Friday, “going farther &
faster than ever before,” NASA

tweeted. The fifth is planned in the
coming days, then its mission will be
extended, initially by one Martian
month. Whether it continues beyond
that will depend on if it’s still in good
shape and if it’s helping, rather than
hindering, the rover’s goals of collect-
ing soil and rock samples for future
lab analysis on Earth. 

Chief engineer Bob Balaram pre-
dicted a limiting factor will be its abili-
ty to withstand the frigid Mars nights,
where temperatures plunge to -130
degrees Fahrenheit (-90 degrees
Celsius).  Ingenuity keeps warm with a
solar-powered heater, but it was only
designed to last for a month and engi-
neers aren’t sure “how many freeze
and thaw cycles (it) can go through
before something breaks,” he said.

NASA initially thought
Perseverance would be driving away
from the site where it landed at the
Jezero Crater on February 18, just
north of the planet’s equator. That
would have meant the rover leaving
Ingenuity behind and moving beyond
communications range. 

Now though, the agency wants to

keep Perseverance in the area for some
time after finding a rocky outcrop that
they believe contains some of the old-
est material on the crater floor. 

They hope to collect their first sam-
ple in July.  Ingenuity’s exploits have
captured the public’s imagination since
it made its first flight on April 19, but

NASA said this wasn’t a factor in its
decision to allow the two robots to
keep exploring Mars together.

“We really wish to spend a consid-
erable amount of time where we are
and so it’s sort of a fortuitous align-
ment,” said Perseverance project sci-
entist Ken Farley. — AFP

This combination of pictures shows NASA’s Ingenuity Mars Helicopter captured in
this shot as it hovered over the Martian surface. —AFP

Mars Ingenuity helicopter
given new mission

18 Iraqis killed in
multiple jihadist raids
BAGHDAD: Eighteen Iraqis, the majority military per-
sonnel, were killed overnight Friday to Saturday in sep-
arate jihadist attacks mainly in the greater Baghdad
area, security sources told AFP.

There was no immediate claim of responsibility for
the attacks, but they are in line with the modus operan-
di of the Islamic State group, which still has sleeper
cells in Iraq despite its territorial defeat in 2017. One
attack targeted troops in Tarmiya, an agricultural sub-
urb 20 kilometers (12 miles) north of the Iraqi capital.

“IS fighters attacked an Iraqi army convoy at night
and killed two officers and two soldiers,” a security
official said, on condition of anonymity.
Reinforcements were dispatched to the area but also
came under fire, with “an officer and two soldiers”
killed, the source said. A member of tribal fighters inte-
grated into the regular forces that were then deployed
to the scene was also killed, “along with a civilian
caught in the crossfire”, the source added.

Further north, in the central Alton Kubre region,
“six peshmerga (Kurdish fighters) were killed when
Islamic State group jihadists attacked their military
position with light arms”, another security official told
AFP. Alton Kubre is a disputed area claimed by both
the federal government in Baghdad and the
autonomous Kurdistan authorities.  Another attack
took place in the western desert bordering Syria, a
third security source said.  “An officer and a soldier
were killed in a bomb explosion while an army convoy
was en route to Akashat,” he said. —AFP

Algerians march
against arrest
of protesters
ALGIERS: Thousands of Algerians marched
through the capital Friday denouncing what
they said were sweeping arrests of members
of the Hirak pro-democracy protest move-
ment. “Police everywhere, justice nowhere”,
read one sign carried by the protesters. Local
media websites and activists on social net-
works said police violently broke up the
demonstration, with reports of arrests and
violence in the capital. The “peaceful march
(was) violently dispersed”, Said Salhi, head of
the Algerian League for Human Rights (LAD-
DH), said on Twitter.

“Escalation of police violence against
journalists covering the Friday marches in
Alger ia ,”  media watchdog Reporters
Without Borders (RSF) tweeted. Marches
also took place in other parts of the country,
including Annaba, Constantine, Kabylie,
Bejaia and Tizi Ouzou.

Salhi said authorities detained protesters
at several demonstrations. The march in
Algiers was seen as a test of the Hirak’s pop-
ularity, after police stopped a student march
in the capital on Tuesday, arresting around 20
people. When the demonstrators were
released, they had to sign a document pledg-
ing to refrain from participating in weekly
Hirak marches or arrest, said Salhi. “It is
intimidation and a way of exerting pressure

to weaken the Hirak,” he said.
The National Committee for the Liberation

of Prisoners (CNLD) estimates around 70 peo-
ple are in prison over their links with the Hirak
or other peaceful opposition political activity.
Despite high temperatures and people fasting
during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan,
large crowds marched through Algiers for
“Friday 115,” the number of weeks since the
Hirak protesters began on February 22, 2019.
“Release our children so that they fast with us
during this Ramadan,” chanted the protesters.

The demonstrators also repeated their
opposition to the country’s forthcoming leg-
islative elections in June. The head of the
electoral authority (ANIE), Mohamed Charfi,
said this week that 1,730 lists — 818 party
lists and 912 “independent lists”-had regis-
tered for the polls.

But he said only 19 parties out of the 39 that
had submitted their documents “meet the legal
requirements”. The Hirak protest movement
was sparked over president Abdelaziz
Bouteflika’s bid for a fifth term in office.

The ailing autocrat was forced to step down
weeks later, but the Hirak has continued its
demonstrations, demanding a sweeping over-
haul of a ruling system in place since Algeria’s
independence from France in 1962. On
Thursday, Algeria released on probation Karim
Tabbou, a leading opposition activist, after his
arrest the day before. Tabbou, who was handed
a one-year suspended sentence last year for
“undermining state security”, was charged on
eight counts, including “slander”, after he
allegedly heckled an official during a funeral.
Tabbou and other government opponents have
pledged to boycott the upcoming polls. — AFP


