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A
t the first sound of gunfire, Lelise
Abdissa leapt into a ditch for cover,
only to be crushed by other pan-

icked revelers as Ethiopian troops
clashed with protesters during a religious
festival five years ago. She awoke hours
later in a hospital with a broken arm, but
she was lucky: Scores of people died in
the October 2016 stampede that marred
the celebration of Irreecha, a thanksgiv-
ing festival for Ethiopia’s largest ethnic
group, the Oromos.

The carnage, triggered by soldiers
using tear gas and live rounds to control
anti-government protesters, was a major
flashpoint in the years-long movement
that swept Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed,
Ethiopia’s first Oromo ruler, to power. But
with Abiy now set to be sworn in for a
new five-year term, the enthusiasm sur-
rounding his appointment has long faded
for some Oromos.

This weekend they made their frustra-
tions known during two days of Irreecha
festivities: on Saturday in Addis Ababa
and on Sunday in the town of Bishoftu,
traditionally home to the largest Irreecha
gatherings. Chanting “Down, down Abiy”,

they complained about the same issues
that drove them into the streets in 2016:
killings of Oromo civilians, mass arrests
of Oromo youths and the incarceration of
Oromo opposition politicians.

“Unfortunately we are back to square
zero,” Eyasped Tesfaye, a prominent
Oromo activist and government critic,
told AFP. Lelise voiced a similar view,
donning a cotton dress in traditional
Oromo colours of red, white and black. “I
don’t think there has been any change,”
she said.

Calls for justice 
Irreecha marks the end of the rains

and the start of the harvest season. For
more than a century, hundreds of thou-
sands of Oromos have descended on
Bishoftu, southeast of Addis Ababa, for
the holiday. In 2019, one year after he
took office, Abiy allowed a separate
Irreecha celebration to take place for the
first time in Addis Ababa - a move that
risked exacerbating ethnic tensions since
prominent Oromo nationalists claim the
capital rightfully belongs to their people.

Yet holding two events has now

become the norm. This year in Addis
Ababa, Oromo traditional leaders led
crowds towards pools of water in the city
centre, where they dipped flowers and
sprayed themselves in a gesture symbol-
izing gratitude and renewal. But some
young men opted for an overtly political
message, crossing their arms above their
heads to signal defiance and calling for
the fall of Abiy’s ruling Prosperity Party.

Others demanded justice for Hachalu
Hundessa, an Oromo pop singer gunned
down in 2020, whose death sparked
protests and clashes that left 160 dead.
The killing remains unsolved. Still more
urged the release of Oromo opposition
leaders Jawar Mohammed and Bekele
Gerba, who were detained during the
mayhem that followed Hachalu’s death.

Defying ‘suppression’ 
On Sunday, authorities took several

measures to contain the crowds in
Bishoftu, blocking most traffic from Addis
Ababa and temporarily cutting electricity,
phone and internet services. But despite
a heavy military presence, they were only
somewhat successful. Amid the throngs

gathered on the shore of Lake Hora
Arsadi, young men wearing T-shirts
emblazoned with Hachalu’s face led
chants blasting Abiy and praising the
Oromo Liberation Army (OLA), a rebel
group bent on toppling the government.

Some even waved the OLA’s flag.
Festival-goer Lemi Solomon told AFP
the protests would have been bigger if
many young people had not already run
off to join “the armed struggle” with the
OLA. “The people you see here are cel-
ebrating even though there is suppres-
sion,” he said.

‘Strongman’ rule?
The tensions surrounding Irreecha

come at a sensitive time for Abiy, who is
set to be sworn in yesterday for a new
five-year term. The Prosperity Party
scored a landslide win in June elections,
an outcome federal officials have framed
as an endorsement of Abiy’s political and
economic reform agenda. But in Oromia,
opposition parties including the OLF boy-
cotted the polls, complaining their candi-
dates had been arrested and their offices
vandalised.

More than 20 percent of constituen-
cies nationwide - many of them in Oromia
- were contested only by the Prosperity
Party. “Even though I have a full right to
participate in the election and vote, I don’t
believe that right was respected because
the election did not happen by democrat-
ic means,” student Gutu Sori, who attend-
ed Irreecha in Bishoftu, told AFP.

“I do not have hope from this govern-
ment because it is led by a strongman.”
Abiy, for his part, tried to use this year’s
Irreecha to mobilize public sentiment
against the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF), once the main target of
Oromos’ ire, and now locked in a brutal
war against government forces in
Ethiopia’s north. “This clique shouldn’t be
allowed to live with us,” Abiy said. “If this
traitorous force which wants to extinguish
us and leave us with nothing... isn’t
removed, then this won’t be a bright year
for Ethiopia.”— AFP 

Vendors sell flags during the celebration of ‘Irreechaa’, the Oromo people thanksgiving holiday, on the shore of a lake near the city of
Bishoftu, Ethiopia, on October 3, 2021. 

People show their fists during the celebration of ‘Irreechaa’ - the Oromo people thanksgiving holiday, on
the shore of a lake near the city of Bishoftu, Ehtiopia. — AFP photos

French President Emmanuel Macron holds a baguette as he poses for a group picture during his
visit to the International Catering, Hotel and Food Trade Fair (SIRHA - salon international de la
restauration, de l’hotellerie et de l’alimentation) at the Eurexpo hall in Lyon. — AFP 

Members of a Jordanian medical team announce having performed a
rare eight-hour operation to separate two Yemeni conjoined twins dur-
ing a press conference in the Jordanian capital Amman, on October 3,
2021. — AFP photos 

Members of a Jordanian medical team announce having performed a
rare eight-hour operation to separate two Yemeni conjoined twins. 

Paris baguette
winner bakes
up controversy 

T
he Tunisia-born baker who won the
coveted annual award for the best
baguette in Paris last week is at the

centre of a fermenting controversy after
claims he shared extremist posts on social
media. Makram Akrout, whose achieve-
ment in beating off 173 rivals for the award
was hailed as an immigrant success story
in France, did not take part in a ceremony
at the weekend to receive his prize.

By tradition, the winner of the presti-
gious award is given a contract to supply
the presidential Elysee Palace with
baguettes for a year. Screen grabs pub-
lished by an anonymous Twitter user
claimed to show that Akrout had shared,
on a now deleted Facebook account,
posts expressing Islamist ideas. Akrout
“understood that it was not necessarily
ideal to come” and receive the prize, the
first deputy mayor of Paris, Emmanuel
Gregoire, told AFP during the ceremony
Saturday on the esplanade of Notre-
Dame Cathedral.

Mayor Anne Hidalgo, a Socialist who
is running for president, had been sched-
uled to present the award but had a “per-
sonal constraint” and could not attend,
Gregoire said. Akrout was instead repre-
sented by his flour supplier, who evoked
a “staffing problem” to explain the baker’s
absence. The controversy has erupted as
immigration is expected to be a major

theme in France’s 2022 presidential elec-
tions, where far-right leader Marine Le
Pen is still seen as the top challenger to
President Emmanuel Macron.

‘Very good professional’
Akrout, a 42-year-old who has worked

for 19 years as a baker in France sice
arriving from Tunisia, has seen new cus-
tomers flock to his Boulangers de Reuilly
bakery since winning the award. Bakers
of Tunisian origin are widely present in
the sector in Paris and have in the past
also won the best Paris baguette award.

But the allegations prompted Akrout to
be targeted by abuse on social media,
and it is unclear if the Elysee will continue
with the baguette supply contract. It has
yet to comment. “This poses an issue for
the delivery to the Elysee if it turns out
that unfortunate things were said in the
past,” Gregoire said. City Hall has asked
police to investigate the social media
posts further. Akrout’s lawyer did not con-
firm or deny he had shared the posts.
“Like many Internet users, he in the past
posted content on social media without
grasping its significance,” the lawyer,
Sylvia Lasfargeas, said.

She said her client has since been hit
by a “surge of hate messages” on social
media. Akrout, who acquired French
nationality in 2019, emphasizes “his
attachment to France and adherence to
the fundamental principles of freedom,
equality and fraternity”, Lasfargeas
added. The shared posts on the screen
grabs posted by the anonymous Twitter
user are dated 2019 and 2020. The presi-
dent of the bakers’ union of Paris, Franck
Thomasse, described his past social
media activity as an “error” that this “very
good professional regrets”.— AFP 

A
Jordanian hospital has successful-
ly performed the country’s first
operation to separate conjoined

twins, seven-month-old babies from
Yemen, the chief surgeon announced
Sunday. It was “a rare and delicate” pro-
cedure which is “a medical success for
the whole kingdom”, said the doctor,
Fawzi al-Hammouri. The nearly eight-
hour operation which required 25 sur-
geons and technical advisers was per-
formed in July.

But Amman’s Specialized Hospital
delayed any announcement because
“after the operation they (the babies)
needed intensive care, artificial respira-
tion and intravenous feeding for a long
time”, he said. “We wanted to wait until
we were sure 100 percent that things

went smoothly.” Now the twins, Ahmed
and Mohammed, are in “excellent health”,
Hammouri told AFP. “The chances of
their survival are very great. They have
become like any normal child. The dan-
ger has disappeared,” he said. A United
Nations medical flight had brought the
babies and their parents to Jordan in
February.

Born in mid-December in Yemen’s
rebel-held capital Sanaa, they were in
critical condition. “When they arrived,
they both weighed three kilograms and
700 grams (eight pounds). We waited
until they weighed nine kilograms togeth-
er” before separating them, Hammouri
said. The babies are still in Jordan with
their parents but expected to return home
in two or three weeks, he added. Seven

years of war between the Houthi rebels
and pro-government forces have devas-
tated health services in Yemen.

About 80 percent of the country’s 30
million people, long the Arabian
Peninsula’s poorest country, are depend-
ent on aid. In February 2019, conjoined
twins died in Sanaa two weeks after their
birth. Conjoined twins develop when an
early embryo only partially separates, to
form two individuals who will remain
physically connected, the Mayo Clinic
says on its website. Many conjoined
twins are stillborn or die shortly after birth,
but advances in surgery and technology
have improved survival rates.— AFP 

A
monumental sculpture by the late
French artist Claude Lalanne that
sat on the grounds of a school for

decades unknown to art lovers has
fetched 1.24 million euros ($1.44 mil-
lion) at auction, blowing past estimates.
The sale of “The Rape of Europa” on
Sunday was the latest to underscore
growing demand for the whimsical yet

meticulous works by the French artist
who died in 2019, after decades of cre-
ations with her artistic partner and hus-
band Francois-Xavier.

A two-metre tall work cast in bronze,
it depicts the Greek mythology legend of
Zeus transformed into a bull to carry off
the princess Europa to the island of
Crete. Lalanne designed it for the gar-
den at the European Centre for
Executive Development (CEDEP), a
management school in Fontainebleau
south of Paris, not far from her studio in
the village of Ury.

“It is a rare and major work by Claude
Lalanne, of which another cast, owned by
the family, is currently shown in the
Trianon Parc of the Chateau de
Versailles,” the couple’s longtime gal-
lerist, Jean-Gabriel Mitterrand, wrote in
the sale catalogue. The Osenat auction

house called it a “secret masterpiece”
from the artist and had forecast a final bid
of 600,000 to 800,000 euros. It is now
headed to Miami after being bought by an
American collector, a spokeswoman said.

The sale comes just weeks after a
new auction record was set for Lalanne,
when a delicate bronze and copper chan-
delier titled “Structure Vegetale” was sold
by Christie’s in Paris for 3.7 million euros.
And dozens of her and her husband’s
works are slated to be sold by Sotheby’s
in a series of auctions starting this month.
But a pair of cast concrete sculptures by
Francois-Xavier, “Science” and “Law,”
estimated at 500,000 to 700,000 euros,
were not sold at the Sunday auction,
though Osenat said it had been
approached by potential institutional buy-
ers after the sale.— AFP 


