
TASHKENT: Voters across Uzbekistan in Central Asia
took to the polls yesterday in a presidential election
where incumbent Shavkat Mirziyoyev faces no real
opposition as he champions reforms in the ex-Soviet
country while maintaining its authoritarian foundations.
Mirziyoyev has been credited for launching what he calls
a “New Uzbekistan”, ending a decades-old system of
forced labor and introducing limited media freedoms. 

The former prime minister came to power in 2016
after the death of his mentor, dictator Islam Karimov,
who ruled Uzbekistan for 27 years. Mirziyoyev
presided over an unprecedented boom in foreign
tourism in the country that borders Taleban-controlled
Afghanistan and counts China and Russia among its
partners. But as his first term ends, the 64-year-old
president is struggling to counter impressions that his
government is sliding back toward the habits of his
long-reigning predecessor.  The effects of the Covid-
19 pandemic have also blunted his initial economic
achievements, with unemployment rife amid sharp ris-
es in living costs. 

Taleban next door 
The last two years have also seen a crackdown on

dissent, rights groups said, particularly in internet free-
doms that bloomed after 2016. And Mirziyoyev has side-
stepped reforms that would allow competition to his rule.
He faces four regime-loyal opponents plucked from par-
ties in the rubber-stamp parliament in his bid to secure a
second five-year term.  A would-be independent chal-
lenger, academic Khidirnazar Allakulov, fell at the first
hurdle after failing to register a party that could nomi-
nate him. Human Rights Watch said this month that offi-
cials “harassed (Allakulov’s) party supporters and inter-
fered in their efforts to collect signatures for registra-
tion”. Uzbek political analyst Alisher Samigzhanov said
the vote was a mere show. 

“The word opponent is contradictory here. None of
the (other four) candidates honestly think they can
become president,” he said. But for many in Tashkent,
poverty rather than rights is the issue of the day.  “There
are a lot of poor and homeless people. We need to find
housing for people,” said Sardor, a 26-year-old money-
changer at the city’s Chorsu market who is voting for
Mirziyoyev. “I hope he will help solve these problems.”
Uzbekistan’s electoral authority claimed a turnout of
more than 50 percent at 1:00 pm local time after just five
hours of voting, which will conclude at 8:00 pm. 

Taleban next door 
Mirziyoyev cast his own vote at a polling station on

Tashkent’s outskirts where he appeared alongside wife
Ziroatkhon Hoshimova and their three children. He
smiled as he posed for photographs before dropping his

vote in the ballot box. He did not address the press.
Prolonged isolation under Karimov meant that commod-
ity-rich Uzbekistan fell well short of its economic poten-
tial for most of independence.  

It is against the founding president’s brutal rule that
the successes of Mirziyoyev’s reforms have been judged.
His public disavowal of torture and campaign to clean up
mass forced labor in cotton fields - where thousands of
schoolchildren once toiled alongside their teachers -
gained international praise.  Zera, a 55-year-old woman
who cast her vote at a high school in the capital Tashkent
yesterday, said she backed Mirziyoyev.

But she was worried about the situation over the bor-
der in Afghanistan, where the president has taken a
pragmatic, trade-first approach to the Taleban takeover.
“The whole world warred with them and nothing good
came of it. Can we be their friends? I am not sure,” she
told AFP, only giving her first name. Other voters in the
capital Tashkent wanted authorities to do more to devel-
op the country’s rural regions.  “In the capital, people
have water, gas, electricity. In the provinces, unfortu-
nately, there is a lack of this,” Alexander Rakhmonov, a
28-year-old energy sector employee who also backed
Mirziyoyev said. — AFP 
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TASHKENT: People queue at a polling station to vote during Uzbekistan’s presidential election in Tashkent
yesterday. — AFP

BANGKOK: This general view shows the Bangkok skyline, taken from the King Power Mahanakhon sky-
scraper in Bangkok.— AFP 

Iran’s Khamenei 
urges reversal of
Arab-Zionist
normalizations
TEHRAN: Arab nations that normalized ties with
Zionists last year have “sinned” and should reverse
such moves, Iran’s supreme leader Ali Khamenei said
yesterday. The United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan
and Morocco all said in 2020 they would normalize
ties with Zionist entity, as Washington under the
administration of then US president Donald Trump
made Arab-Zionists rapprochement a foreign policy
priority.

“Some governments have unfortunately made
errors-have made big errors and have sinned in nor-
malizing (their relations) with the usurping and
oppressive Zionist regime,” Khamenei said, referring
to Zionist entity.  “It is an act against Islamic unity,
they must return from this path and make up for this
big mistake,” Khamenei added, in a speech marking a
public holiday honoring the birth of the Prophet
Mohammed (PBUH). 

Iran has in the four decades since the 1979 Islamic
revolution positioned itself as a strong defender of the
Palestinian cause. Egypt and Jordan were until last
year the only two Arab countries to normalize relations
with Zionist entity. “If the unity of Muslims is achieved,
the Palestinian question would definitely be resolved in
the best fashion,” Khamenei said. In May, Khamenei
characterized Zionist entity as a “terrorist base” and
“not a country”.— AFP 

TEHRAN: A handout picture provided by the official
website of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, shows him during a meeting with par-
ticipants in the Islamic Unity Conference in the
capital Tehran yesterday. — AFP 

Bangkok bars battle 
to beat booze 
ban battering
BANGKOK: As gin bottles gather dust, a Bangkok
bar owner is trying to keep his joint going through a
COVID booze ban with fruity mocktails seasoned with
kratom, a recently decriminalized tropical herb. The
Thai capital’s once-legendary nightlife has been ham-
mered by a seven-month ban on alcohol service
imposed to curb the coronavirus, leaving pub and bar
owners with a major headache.

Thailand has registered around 1.7 million infec-
tions, the lion’s share since April when the government
called last orders after an outbreak traced to a cluster
of high-end nightclubs. With no government support,
bar owners have been left with the choice of struggling
to survive, flouting the prohibition rules or getting cre-
ative. Before the pandemic hit, bar-hopping gin lovers
flocked to Teens of Thailand, a lively cocktail bar on
the fringe of Bangkok’s Chinatown.

Now Teens has reopened at 60 percent capacity
serving mocktails made with kratom, a leaf from the
coffee family long used in parts of Southeast Asia as a
mild stimulant. Kratom, which stimulates the same
brain receptors as morphine but with much milder
effects, came off the Thai government’s banned list in
August. The move threw Teens owner Niks Anuman-
Rajadhon a lifeline, though kratom mocktails sell for
just $4 compared with regular gin and tonics at $11.
“We don’t have any choice, 15-20 percent of income
is enough to pay the team, pay the rent. That’s it,”
Niks said.

Industry collapse
Draconian travel curbs imposed to fight the coron-

avirus have battered the economy in Thailand, where
tourism accounted for nearly 20 percent of national
income pre-pandemic. Visitor numbers have collapsed
from nearly 40 million a year to a trickle, leaving the
hospitality industry struggling to survive.

Thanakorn Kuptajit, the head of the Thai Alcohol
Beverage Business Association, told local media he
expects a 50 percent drop in the value of the $9 billion
sector as a result of the ban. Denied government sup-
port and forbidden to serve drinks in-house, bars and
pubs are also banned from selling alcohol online. As a
result, some landlords in Bangkok have resorted to
flouting the ban, serving booze discreetly in plain cof-
fee mugs or soft drink cans. But for those who have
played by the rules, it has been a tough year.

In the upmarket expat hotspot of Thonglor, the co-
owner of WTF Gallery Cafe, Chris Wise, says his busi-
ness has been boarded up since April. A handyman,
two bar staff and an assistant have lost work or been
at reduced pay. WTF, which marked its 10th birthday
earlier this year, is gearing up to reopen this week
(October 21) with the launch of a new Thai art exhibi-
tion and tapas menu. Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-
Cha gave the industry some hope last week, announc-
ing that as part of reopening the kingdom to tourism,
the government plans to lift the alcohol ban in
December.

Bitter taste
But Wise warned that with customer numbers

reduced and less disposable income, the road to
recovery will be long. “I can’t imagine it going back to
what it was like pre-COVID,” he said. “The sanook
(enjoy), mai pen rai (no worries), sa bai dee (relaxed)
life that Thais have is not coming back for a long
time.” And the relaxation will be too little too late for
many businesses, Teens owner Niks said. “It’s a disas-
ter. We have lost craftmanship, we lost industry man-
power. We lost good bars, good restaurants because
of mismanagement from the government,” he said,
adding his best bartenders are now working in other
industries.

Now as the clock ticks down to the reopening, cus-
tomers at Teens sample the experimental kratom
drinks menu. One sips a mango and lime concoction
served in a cup made of beeswax with honey foam -
the slightly bitter tang of the kratom balanced out by
the fruity sweetness. Down the bar, Pord, 40, tries his
first kratom drink, the “Tiger Ear”, which features gar-
lic brine lime and soda. “It tastes like a sour plum. It’s
refreshing,” he told AFP.— AFP 

Strong earthquake
hits north Taiwan
TAIPEI:  A strong earthquake struck
northeastern Taiwan yesterday, with resi-
dents reporting violent shaking in the capi-
tal Taipei but there were no immediate
reports of widespread damage. Taiwan’s
central weather bureau said the quake was
of magnitude 6.5, the biggest on the island
this year, while the US Geological Survey
gave a lower figure of 6.2. It hit northeast-
ern Yilan county at 1:11 pm at a depth of 67
kilometers.

An AFP reporter who lives in Yilan said
the shaking seemed to last about 30 sec-
onds. “The walls of the house were shaking,
both sideways and up and down, it felt quite
strong,” the reporter said. There was no
damage in his neighborhood. The main quake
was followed by a 5.4-magnitude aftershock
and Taipei’s MRT metro system shut down
as a precaution for a little under an hour
before service resumed.

Tom Parker, a British illustrator who lives
in Taipei, said he was riding the subway
when the quake hit. “First time I’ve felt a
quake on the MRT. Like a tame rollercoast-
er,” he tweeted, adding he and other com-
muters were told to shelter in place in the
station. Many others reported the tremor on
social  media. “I was scared to death, I
screamed in my room,” Facebook user Yu
Ting wrote. “This earthquake is really big,
glass has shattered in my living room.”

Some grocery stores reported food and
other goods were thrown from shelves by
the shaking. Authorities said they did not
expect widespread damage because the
quake was not a shallow one. “The public
don’t have to be too worried,” said Chen
Kuo-chang, head of the central weather
bureau’s seismological centre. “The quake is
deep and its intensity is not as big... it could
have caused unpredictable damage if it were
a shallow one,” he added.

Taiwan’s emergency operations centre
reported one injury, a woman hit by falling
rocks. Her friends were carrying her down a
mountain in eastern Hualien county. Taiwan
is regularly hit by earthquakes as the island
lies near the junction of two tectonic plates.
Some earthquakes of this magnitude can
prove deadly, although much depends on
where the quake strikes and at what depth.

Hualien, a scenic tourist hotspot, was
struck by a 6.4-magnitude earthquake in
2018 that killed 17 people and injured nearly
300. In September 1999, a 7.6-magnitude
quake killed around 2,400 people in the
deadliest natural disaster in the island’s his-
tory. However, a 6.2-magnitude earthquake
struck in December 2020 in Yilan with no
major damage or injuries reported.— AFP 

Two children
among six killed 
by leftover mine 
in Senegal
DAKAR: Six young people were killed when their
horse-drawn vehicle hit an old land mine unearthed
up by rain in Senegal’s southern Casamance region,
the local mayor said on Saturday. Casamance is

home to one of Africa’s oldest ongoing conflicts,
which has claimed thousands of lives since 1982,
and the mine was believed to be a remnant from
earlier fighting. It exploded on Friday afternoon in
the village of Kandiadiou, near the Gambian border,
the mayor of Sindian sub-prefecture Yankouba
Sagna told AFP.

“A cart hit a mine,” he said, referring to a horse-
drawn transport commonly used in Senegal. “It was
carrying young people returning from Friday
prayers,” he added. “The mine that exploded was
not laid recently. Old mines remain in the crop fields.
When it rains, they appear. We have always asked
for the area to be de-mined.” 

Casamance is one of Senegal’s rainiest regions
and is  in  the last  days of  i ts  ra iny season.

President Macky Sall expressed his sorrow and
offered his condolences to the families of the
vict ims, in  a  statement posted on Twitter.
Mohamed Moustapha Diagne, a spokesman for
the education minister, said two of the victims
had been primary school age. The army did not
respond to requests for comment from AFP on
Saturday.

History of conflict 
Home to 1.9 million people, Casamance was

once among Portugal’s colonies in West Africa
along with what is today Guinea-Bissau. But the
region is now within the former French colony of
Senegal - although it is separated from most of
the rest of the country by the nation of The

Gambia. The remoteness of Casamance has fed
into perceptions of discrimination by the govern-
ment in the far-off capital Dakar and helped fuel
an independence movement.

In December 1982, independence fighters took
to the streets after government forces cracked
down on a protest. The conflict has persisted
with occasional flare-ups since, claiming thou-
sands of lives and ravaging the economy. Despite
efforts to remove mines buried by both the mili-
tary and the rebels throughout the conflict, they
continue to claim civilian lives. The region had
returned to an uneasy calm in recent years until
the army launched a major new offensive in
January, claiming to have captured rebel bases in
remote forests on the southern border.— AFP 


