
Refugees and migrants were
praying inside a detention cen-
tre in south Tripoli this week
when fighters aligned with Lib-
ya’s eastern forces opened fire,
killing several people and injur-
ing about 20, according to wit-
nesses.

The attack on Tuesday,
which human rights groups say
may constitute a war crime,
took place after more than 700
men, women and children had
spent weeks in the middle of
clashes between forces aligned
with the self-styled Libyan Na-
tional Army, led by renegade
general Khalifa Haftar and the
UN-backed government in Trip-
oli.

“We are shocked . . . some
people were screaming. We
have lost a brother and
friends,” said a Sudanese man
in his 20s, who was present dur-
ing the attack.

According to UN figures
there are about 6,000 refugees
and migrants being held in offi-
cial Libyan detention centres,
most of whom escaped war or
dictatorships in Africa and the
Middle East, and were trying to
reach security in Europe.

Five detainees have spoken
to The Irish Times about what
happened on Tuesday after-
noon at the Qasr bin Ghashir
centre, 25km south of Tripoli.
They have been interviewed by
phone, as well as through audio
recordings and messages on
WhatsApp and Facebook.
Many of them had been in
touch with The Irish Times for
months before this incident.

Though the death toll is un-
certain, three detainees say at
least three people died from
their injuries. On Wednesday,
Amnesty International called
for the attack to be investigat-
ed. “A violent attack by fighters
who opened fire on refugees
and migrants at a detention cen-
tre on the outskirts of Tripoli
highlights the urgent need to en-
sure civilians are protected and
perpetrators are held to ac-
count,” the human rights organ-
isation said in a statement.

‘Lawsofwar’
“Deliberately firing on de-
tained civilians, including mi-
grants and refugees, would be a
war crime,” Gerry Simpson, as-
sociate director for the conflict
and crisis division at Human
Rights Watch, told The Irish
Times. “Indiscriminately firing
on a detention centre known to
contain fighters and civilians
breaches the laws of war.”

Witnesses said fighters wear-
ing uniforms, which showed
they were aligned with the Liby-
an National Army, drove up to
the Qasr bin Ghashir centre,
which is run by a militia aligned
to the LNA.

An Eritrean man, who was
present, said many of the 728 de-
tainees were praying. He said
the attackers told the detainees
to stop praying, but many peo-
ple didn’t hear them. “After a
few minutes [they] started
shooting.”

“They came without any rea-
son. They came to get inside,”
he said.

A detainee from Darfur, Su-
dan, said he thought fighters
were still inside a vehicle when
they began to shoot, and he saw
a lot of people falling down. He
said the attackers then entered
the centre “and began to stab
people with a knife”.

An attempt to move refugees
and migrants in Qasr bin Gha-
shir to a detention centre in Zin-
tan, 170km southwest of Tripo-
li, failed on April 11th. Detain-
ees told Libyan authorities they
would rather die during fight-
ing than lose access to interna-
tional organisations who might
protect them, and said there
was a high death rate among de-
tainees in Zintan, because of a
lack of medical care and poor
conditions.

The United Nations Refugee
Agency (UNHCR) confirmed
the shooting in Qasr bin Gha-
shir, about 25km south of Tripo-
li, though a representative said
they weren’t aware of any
deaths. The Irish Times could
not confirm the deaths with any
other organisation, many of
which are reluctant to speak
publicly for fear of repercus-
sions.

In a statement, the UNHCR
said gunshots were fired only in
the air, and there were “no bul-
let wounds”, though it said “12
refugees endured physical at-
tacks that required hospital
treatment”.

All detainees who spoke to
The Irish Times said this was un-
true, and that people were hit
by bullets. “That is false news,”
said one man. “All are shot by
bullets.”

“Two people dead immedi-
ately,” said an Eritrean refugee
in the detention centre. He said
an ambulance had arrived after
some time to take the most seri-

ously injured people, and the
bodies of those who had died.
However, others were left with-
out medical care, he said.

“There [are] injured people
until now. The ambulance did
not return back. All of them
have [a] dangerous injury [on]
their leg,” he said.

Their account is supported
by the aid agency Médecins
Sans Frontières, which said in a
statement that an analysis of
photographic and video evi-
dence by MSF doctors conclud-
ed that the injuries shown were
consistent with gunshot
wounds.

MSF’s head of emergencies
renewed a plea for the “urgent
and immediate evacuation” of
all migrants and refugees out of
Libya.

Indefinitedetention
Several witnesses in Qasr bin
Ghashir, all of whom asked not
to be named for their own safe-
ty, sent videos recorded during
and after the attack.

In one, what sounds like gun-
fire can be heard outside the
centre, as refugees and mi-
grants inside shout.

In another, a large amount of
blood is visible on the floor, as
refugees and migrants dress
the wounds of those injured.

Detainees in Qasr bin Gha-
shir were trapped in clashes sev-
eral months ago.

At the time, multiple sources
said guards at the centre forced
dozens of Sudanese detainees
to leave and assist fighters with
moving and loading weapons.

Many of the people present
on Tuesday have tried to escape
Libya in the past two years by
crossing the Mediterranean,

but were forcibly returned by
the Libyan coast guard. The EU
is spending tens of millions of
euro to support the coast guard
and stop migrants and refugees
reaching Europe, even though
those returned to Libya are put
into indefinite detention.

“Alleged violations of human
rights and violence against civil-
ians, including refugees and mi-
grants, are completely unaccep-
table and must be denounced in
the strongest terms,” an EU
spokesman told The Irish
Times by email, when asked
about the shooting at Qasr bin
Ghashir.

“We are working in close
co-operation with the UN to pro-
tect the refugees and migrants
affected by the clashes. At a min-
imum, we seek to evacuate refu-
gees and migrants from the de-
tention centres on the front-
line. Where possible, we enable
them to find safety outside of
Libya,” he said.

More than 2,700 refugees
and migrants in Tripoli are be-
ing held in areas surrounded by
fighting, according to the UN-
HCR.

“It is a race against time to
move people out of harm’s way.
Conflict and deteriorating secu-
rity conditions hamper how
much we can do,” said Lucie
Gagne, the UNHCR’s assistant
chief of mission in Libya, last
week.

“We urgently need solutions
for people trapped . . . including
humanitarian evacuations to
transfer those most vulnerable
out of the country.”

On Wednesday and Thurs-
day, the UNHCR transferred
the remaining detainees in
Qasr bin Ghashir to another de-
tention centre in Zawiya, 52km
northwest of where they had
been, on the coast.

Some detainees escaped to
avoid going to the new centre,
while others who were trans-
ferred there messaged

The Irish Times to say they
had been immediately threat-
ened on arrival by the centre’s
guards, who fired shots in front
of them, and told them the only
way they’ll get away is to pay
money to cross the sea.

Calls forLibyanmigrant
centreshootingtobe
treatedas ‘warcrime’

Inshaf and Ilham Ibrahim were
part of the Sri Lankan elite.
Sons of a spice tycoon, they
spoke fluent English and In-
shaf’s copper factory on the out-
skirts of Colombo was thriving.

But the two men were living a
double life. On Easter Sunday,
they were part of the group of
suicide bombers who killed
more than 250 people – a toll re-
duced from 359 after the health
ministry cited confusion in
counting body parts – in a wave
of synchronised attacks on
churches and luxury hotels.

The attacks have raised diffi-
cult questions about Sri Lan-
ka’s ability to handle the terror-
ist threat. Indian intelligence
had warned Colombo of an im-

minent attack in a detailed re-
port, which was followed by in-
creasingly urgent calls.

They have also shown that
even wealthy and prominent
members of the community can
fall prey to radicalisation.

Those who knew the Ibrahim
family are in disbelief.

“They were polished,” said
one businessman whose sons
played with the Ibrahims when
they were boys. “They didn’t
look as if they were radical. I
can’t imagine that they would
do something like this.”

Policecustody
Now their father, Mohammed
Ibrahim – an intimate of senior
Sri Lankan politicians – is in po-
lice custody and his multistorey
white villa is a crime scene.

The building is wrapped in
yellow police tape after Inshaf’s
pregnant wife detonated her ex-
plosives killing herself, her chil-
dren and the police officers
who had come to search the
house.

Sri Lanka remains in a state
of emergency and a nationwide
night-time curfew is in place.
Colombo’s streets, lined with
fluttering white mourning rib-
bons, are patrolled by the mili-

tary and police, as authorities
hunt for six more suspects. Hun-
dreds of Muslims have fled
their homes for safety in
mosques fearing reprisal at-
tacks.

The US ambassador to Sri
Lanka, Alaina Teplitz, has
warned that “the terrorist plot-
ting is ongoing” and the FBI
and UK counterterrorism po-
lice are assisting the investiga-
tion.

Defence officials say Zaha-
ran Hashim, also known as Mo-
hammed Zaharan, one of the
ringleaders of the National
Thowheeth Jama’ath, an Islam-
ist group, orchestrated the
bombings.

Intelligence officials yester-
day said they believed he was
one of the bombers at the Shan-
gri-La hotel and that he had
died in the attack. Ilham, one of
the brothers, was identified as
the second suicide bomber at
the Shangri-La.

Hashim, who was known to
Indian intelligence agencies for
vitriolic social media posts, ap-
peared in a video released by Is-
lamic State – also known as Isis
– after the attacks, serving as a
reminder of the global threat
posed by the group despite the

destruction of its caliphate in
Syria. Sri Lankan defence offi-
cials have confirmed that most
of the bombers were from the
country’s prosperous Muslim
community, which accounts for
fewer than 10 per cent of the
population but is prominent

among industry leaders in the
majority Buddhist country.

“Those who have means and
time, only they can afford to pro-
cure materials for mayhem like
this,” said Animesh Roul, a
south Asia counterterrorism ex-
pert at the Society for the Study
of Peace and Conflict, a New
Delhi-based think tank.

“Isis has inspired extremist
groups and individuals in Bang-

ladesh, India, Sri Lanka and the
Maldives. It has immense influ-
ence over the local radicals and
we have seen devastation.”

The government’s response
has been mixed. Security forces
have worked to defuse commu-
nal tension and politicians have
called for restraint. Yet mud-
slinging continues in parlia-
ment as authorities refuse to ac-
cept blame.

Deeprift
The deep rift between prime
minister Ranil Wickremesing-
he and President Maithripala
Sirisena, who also serves as de-
fence minister, following an at-
tempted coup in October last
year, has contributed to a break-
down in the workings of the gov-
ernment.

Hemasiri Fernando, the top
defence ministry official, re-
signed on Thursday evening,
but was defiant to the end. “I
have disseminated the informa-
tion I received and carried out
my responsibility, however, cer-
tain officials and relevant de-
partments have not acted ac-
cordingly, and as a result we
had to face this terrible trage-
dy,” he said in his resignation
letter.

While the investigation pro-
ceeds, some in Sri Lanka are
worried whether the country’s
vital tourism sector, which ac-
counts for 5 per cent of the is-
land’s $86.5 billion (¤77.5 bil-
lion ) economy, will ever get
back to normal.

The US and UK have both is-
sued travel advisories to their
citizens.

“Before the attack, hotel oc-
cupancy was about 75 per cent,
now the occupancy has come
down to less than 10 per cent,
and most of those guests are
journalists,” said M Shanthiku-
mar, the president of Colombo
City Tourist Hotel Association.
“It’s incredible, it’s hundreds of
millions of dollars lost,” he said.

“It will take a long time to for-
get the whole thing.” – Copy-
right The Financial Times Lim-
ited 2019

inColombo

World News

Sri Lankan police are trying to
track down 140 people be-
lieved to be linked to Islamic
State, which claimed responsi-
bility for the Easter Sunday sui-
cide bombings that killed 253,
as shooting erupted in the east
of the country during a raid
yesterday.

Muslims in Sri Lanka were
urged to pray at home after
the State Intelligence Services
warned of possible car bomb
attacks, amid fears of retaliato-
ry violence.

And the US embassy in Sri
Lanka urged its citizens to
avoid places of worship over
the weekend after authorities
reported there could be more
attacks targeting religious cen-
tres. Archbishop of Colombo

Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith
told reporters he had seen a
leaked internal security docu-
ment warning of further at-
tacks on churches and there
would be no Catholic Masses
this Sunday anywhere on the
island.

Desertedstreets
The streets of Colombo were
deserted yesterday evening,
with many people leaving offic-
es early amid tight security af-
ter the suicide bombing at-
tacks on three churches and
four hotels that also wounded
about 500 people.

President Maithripala Siri-
sena told reporters some Sri
Lankan youths had been in-
volved with Islamic State since
2013. He said information un-
covered so far suggested there
were 140 people in Sri Lanka

involved in Islamic State activi-
ties. “Police are looking to ar-
rest them,” Mr Sirisena said.

Nearly 10,000 soldiers
were deployed across the Indi-
an Ocean island state to carry
out searches and provide secu-
rity for religious centres, the
military said yesterday.

The All Ceylon Jamiyathul
Ullama, Sri Lanka’s main Is-
lamic religious body, urged
Muslims to conduct prayers at
home in case “there is a need
to protect family and proper-
ties”.

Cordonoperation
Illustrating the tension that
has gripped the country, shoot-
ing erupted between security
forces and a group of men in
the east during a search and
cordon operation, a military
spokesman said.

The raid took place in the
town of Ampara Saintha-
maruthu near Batticaloa. The
spokesman said there was an
explosion in the area and
when soldiers went to investi-
gate they were fired upon. No
details of casualties were im-
mediately available.

Police have detained at
least 76 people, including for-
eigners from Syria and Egypt,
in their investigations so far.

Islamic State provided no
evidence to back its claim that
it was behind the attacks. If
true, it would be one of the
worst attacks carried out by
the group outside Iraq and Syr-
ia.

The extremist group re-
leased a video on Tuesday
showing eight men, all but one
with their faces covered, stand-
ing under a black Islamic State
flag and declaring their loyalty
to its leader, Abu Bakr
Al-Baghdadi.

The government said nine
homegrown, well-educated su-
icide bombers carried out the
attacks, eight of whom had
been identified. One was a
woman. – Reuters
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■ Injured people in themigrant detention centre in Qasr bin
Ghashir, south of Tripoli, following an attack by Libyan fighters,
led by renegade general Khalifa Haftar. PHOTOGRAPH: SALLY HYDEN
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Investigators reveal wealth and privilege of bombers

Cyclone Kenneth killed at
least one person and left a
trail of destruction in north-
ern Mozambique, destroying
houses, ripping up trees and
knocking out power, authori-
ties said yesterday.

The cyclone brought
storm surges and wind gusts
of up to 280km/h when it
made landfall on Thursday
evening, after killing three
people in the island nation of
Comoros.

It was the most powerful
storm on record to hit Mo-
zambique’s northern coast
and came just six weeks after
Cyclone Idai battered the im-
poverished nation, causing
devastating floods and kill-
ing more than 1,000 people
across a swathe of southern
Africa.

The World Food Pro-
gramme warned that Ken-
neth could dump as much as
600mm of rain on the region
over the next 10 days – twice
that brought by Cyclone Idai.

Fallingtree
One woman in the port town
of Pemba died after being hit
by a falling tree, while anoth-
er person was injured.

In rural areas outside Pem-
ba, many homes are made of
mud.

In the main town on the is-
land of Ibo, 90 per cent of the
houses were destroyed, offi-
cials said.

About 15,000 people were
out in the open or in “over-
crowded” shelters and there
was a need for tents, food and
water.

Mark Lowcock, UN under
secretary-general for human-
itarian affairs, warned the
storm could require another
major humanitarian opera-
tion in Mozambique.

“Cyclone Kenneth marks
the first time two cyclones
have made landfall in Mozam-
bique during the same sea-
son, further stressing the gov-
ernment’s limited resourc-
es,” he said.– Reuters
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It was night when the baby girl
came into the world, in a big
hall surrounded by hundreds of
refugees and migrants cower-
ing with fear, as fighting be-
tween rival Libyan militias ech-
oed outside. Women pulled
plastic bags on their hands to
help her young Eritrean moth-
er through the labour, as men
prayed and panicked about
whether aid would come.

The baby was born last Sep-
tember, in Abu Salim detention
centre in southwest Tripoli. Af-
terwards, she was locked up for
months: one of thousands of ref-
ugees and migrants trapped in
indefinite detention in a coun-
try without a stable govern-
ment.

Most of them, like the baby’s
mother, tried to reach Italy in
the past two years, but were re-
turned to Libya as a direct re-
sult of European Union migra-
tion policy. Since 2017, the EU
has been spending tens of mil-
lions of euro to train and equip
the Libyan coastguard, which
intercepts refugees and
migrants trying to escape on
flimsy boats across the Mediter-
ranean.

“I just want to get my baby in
a perfect place, a good place,
and live as a normal person,”

the new mother told The Irish
Times, using the messaging ser-
vice WhatsApp. She had es-
caped Eritrea with her hus-
band, and said she was hoping
to secure freedom from a coun-
try where human rights abuses
are rampant. Like other detain-
ees, she didn’t want to be
named for security reasons.

This month, fighting has
raged again in Tripoli. On April
4th, eastern renegade Gen
Khalifa Haftar ordered his
self-styled Libyan National
Army to advance on Libya’s cap-
ital. For a second time in eight
months, Abu Salim was on the
front lines. It was the third time
for Qasr bin Ghashir detention
centre, further south.

About 6,000 refugees and
migrants are being held in cen-
tres run by Libya’s department
for combatting illegal migra-
tion, in conditions the former
UN human rights chief, Zeid
Ra’ad al Hussein, has called “an
outrage to to the conscience of
humanity”.

Some are willing to be repat-
riated to their home countries,
but many come from places
such as Eritrea, Somalia, and
Darfur, in Sudan, where they
fled war or dictatorships, and
say they can’t go back. They
have little chance at evacuation
because of a scarcity of resettle-
ment places. With the escala-
tion in conflict, more than
3,000 are now in areas affected
by fighting.

Lockedup
About 400 children are locked
up in the Tripoli area, though
the United Nations children’s
agency (Unicef) says it’s impos-
sible to get an exact number:
newborn babies in Libyan de-
tention don’t receive birth cer-
tificates, while boys over 14 are
treated as men.

“The living conditions in the
detention centres are appalling
and in no way suitable,” said
Unicef Libya spokesperson

Mostafa Omar, who also
confirmed children in deten-
tion receive no education. “Un-
accompanied and separated
children are living together
with adults in the same hang-
ars, with hundreds of people
squeezed into a room with poor
ventilation, sub-standard food
and services.”

Until they were moved to a
safer location this week, there
were about 20 children under
five years old in Abu Salim de-
tention centre, several preg-
nant women and many more mi-
nors.

For months, adult detainees
have worried about them grow-
ing up damaged or traumatised
because of what they have wit-
nessed. “There are small chil-
dren in this place who should
get a basic education,” said one
Eritrean who was held there.
“They are learning bad things.
They don’t even know alphabet
letters.”

He said he sometimes sees
young children re-enacting
abuse, hitting each other with
sticks and saying “pay dollar
you son of a bitch”.

“Even the words, the actions
they use are just like the
[people] smugglers. Children
are just like a white sheet of pa-
per; we are the ones who should
write good things on them,” he
said.

The past two weeks of fight-
ing have added to the detainees’
fears.

An Eritrean man in his 30s
described the impact two
nights of missiles landing close
by had on the children he was
looking out for. “I asked one of
the kids, ‘Why don’t you go out-
side to play with your friends?’
She said to me: ‘I don’t want to
die because I want to go to my
dad. I miss him.’ ”

Like many others, the six-
year-old’s parents had made
the journey separately, and the
girl’s father is now in Germany.

“They are in a detention cen-

tre, not daycare,” said a teenag-
er held in Abu Salim, who said
he has been trying to cheer up
younger detainees when they
look sad. “The life of other chil-
dren in the world and [the] life
of these kids is like the
[difference between the] earth
and the sky.”

He is one of dozens of refu-
gees and migrants, held in de-
tention centres across Tripoli,
with whom The Irish Times has
been in regular contact for the
past eight months. Most use hid-
den phones to communicate,
and many have sent GPS loca-
tions, photographs, videos and
audio recordings to support
their stories. Details have been
confirmed with international
organisations on the ground.

All that time, detainees have
repeatedly said it’s inevitable
that another conflict will break
out in the city, while appealing
for evacuation to a safer coun-

try. For some of the most trau-
matised, their prediction prov-
ing true has been too much.

On April 11th, a week after
Haftar’s forces began their as-
sault on Tripoli, a 17-year-old in
Abu Salim died by suicide in a
septic tank. Friends described
Meron as a sweet person, who
loved singing and dancing, but
said he had become depressed
and mentally stressed after tor-
ture by smugglers and months

of detention. “We will die one
by one, either by war, by sui-
cide, by starvation,” said a man
who knew him.

For the past two weeks in
Qasr bin Ghashir detention cen-
tre, 20km south of Abu Salim,
about 44 children and 115 wom-
en have been among 728 detain-
ees trapped on the front lines,
in territory held by Haftar’s
forces, surrounded by gunfire
and missiles. “About the war,
yes, it is still going on and we
can hear it,” said a refugee. “It
is very much close to us. Heavy
weapons fired just outside of
our fence.”

Refusedtogo
A week into the clashes, Libyan
authorities and the United Na-
tions refugee agency (UNHCR)
made a failed attempt to move
the group out of Tripoli. Detain-
ees refused to go, saying they
didn’t want to be taken from the
city to a place where services
are limited and there is little ac-
cess to international organisa-
tions.

The suggested location was
Daher al-Jabal detention cen-
tre in Zintan, 180km southwest
of Tripoli. A child died there
late last year from appendicitis,
because of a lack of emergency
medical care, according to
Unicef. He was one of at least 10
detainees who perished after
being relocated during conflict
last year.

“Does the world have eyes?
Tell the world we are humans,
not animals. We need help,”
said an Eritrean refugee in Da-
her al-Jabal detention centre,
when asked what the condi-
tions are like.

Teenagers trapped in Tripo-
li’s detention centres in the lat-
est outbreak of fighting face the
additional risk of being forced
to assist fighters. Two detain-
ees in Tajoura detention
centre, south Tripoli, said a
14-year-old boy from Darfur,
Sudan, was among dozens of

people taken from locked halls
in the past few weeks to work on
a nearby military base, for a mi-
litia fighting in support of the
UN-backed Tripoli govern-
ment.

Others previously held in Ain
Zara, southeast Tripoli, said un-
derage boys had been made lift
and load weapons there.

When asked about the dan-
ger for children trapped in Lib-
ya’s migrant detention centres,
a spokesperson for the Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs said it
was monitoring “the extremely
worrying situation around Trip-
oli”.

“Both Ireland and the EU pro-
vide financial support to UN
agencies, which have a pres-
ence on the ground, and are pro-
viding assistance to refugees
and migrants. UNHCR has
been able to move some refu-
gees and migrants to areas of
safety, but they are working in
very difficult conditions,” he
said.

In Qasr bin Ghashir, refu-
gees said things were at crisis
point. “The problem we face
with women and children is seri-
ous. Mothers can’t breastfeed
their infants because their
breast doesn’t have enough
milk,” said an Eritrean. “The
reason is a lack of drinking wa-
ter and enough food to do so.

“The children have become
so slow. Sometimes when they
are hungry they [try to] cry but
they do not have the strength.”

KHALIDABDELAZIZ
inKhartoum

Protesters whose weeks of
demonstrations played an im-
portant part in forcing Su-
dan’s autocratic president
Omar al-Bashir from power
are battling scorching heat
and fatigue as they press for
the country’s new military rul-
ers to hand power to civilians.

An area of some two square
kilometres outside the de-
fence ministry in central Khar-
toum has become the focal
point for protests since thou-
sands of people converged on
the area on April 6th. They
have been sleeping in the
square as they maintain a vigil
to keep pressure on the Transi-
tional Military Council (TMC),
which took charge of the coun-
try after Mr Bashir’s removal
on April 11th, to cede control.

Unusually, given that the
population of 40 million is pre-
dominantly conservative Mus-
lim, most of the protesters are
women, who appear to out-
number men by two to one.

The protesters want the mil-
itary to help dismantle the Is-
lamist establishment Mr Ba-
shir set up during his 30 years
in power, and return to bar-
racks. “We will stay in the field
until a civilian government is
formed,” said 21-year- old Ab-
allah Awad, a university stu-
dent. “We will not allow the Is-
lamists to take back control.”

The TMC has offered some
concessions to demonstra-
tors, sacking some officials
and announcing the arrest of
others, including two of Mr Ba-
shir’s brothers. They have also
issued regulations on finan-
cial disclosures.

But the council, while will-
ing to accept a civilian govern-
ment, insists that ultimate au-
thority will remain in its hands
until elections are held.

Demonstrators have pre-
pared for a long fight. While
the TMC has ruled out the pos-
sibility of using force to break
up the protests, demonstra-
tors are not taking chances.

Young men and women
have used scrap metal and
rocks to set up a security cor-
don around the protest site, or-
ganising round-the-clock
guards who check people and
cars passing through.

Dressed in yellow vests and
wearing signs, some “security
committee” members are scat-
tered around the encamp-
ment, operating checkpoints
as safety against what they
view as potential saboteurs or
supporters of Mr Bashir.

Mobileclinic
Young doctors staff a mobile
clinic and a pharmacy from a
tent in the area. Street ven-
dors sell everything from na-
tional flags to bottled water.

Activists also deliver food
and water donated by wealthi-
er Sudanese from a fund set up
to keep the vigil going. Demon-
strators often share their food
and drinks with soldiers guard-
ing the compound. Protesters
have also been given access to
about 10 toilets at a nearby gov-
ernment building.

Demonstrator numbers
dwindle during the day as tem-
peratures pass 40 degrees.
But huge crowds joined the
protesters outside the defence
ministry on Thursday after-
noon and yesterday in a show
of popular power.– Reuters

ANDREWENGLAND

The UN has warned that inter-
national rivalries and support
for competing Libyan factions
has helped push the oil-rich
north African state to the
brink of full-blown war.

Since Khalifa Haftar – who
is backed by Egypt, the United
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia,
Russia and France – launched
an offensive on Tripoli, the UN
has received reports that mili-
tary equipment, including air-
craft and rocket launchers, is
entering the country.

“There are indications that
material is pouring in for both
sides and that is a serious esca-
lation,” said Stephanie Wil-
liams, the deputy head of the
UN mission to Libya. “This
has to stop because broaden-

ing the conflict is going to be
catastrophic. This is a city of
three million people.”

Gen Haftar, who heads the
self-styled Libyan National
Army (LNA), launched his of-
fensive on Tripoli, where the
UN-backed government of Na-
tional Accord is based, this
month. The assault on the capi-
tal came ahead of a UN-organ-
ised conference intended to
lead to elections and has shat-
tered hopes of a political solu-
tion to end years of chaos and
violence in the Opec member.

Western and regional pow-
ers – including Gen Haftar’s
backers – have called for a
“de-escalation” of the fight-
ing. But they have been care-
ful not to single out the LNA.
Diplomats and analysts say
Gen Haftar’s foreign allies, in-
advertently or deliberately,
emboldened the veteran sol-

dier to launch his offensive
capital with their tacit sup-
port.

It emerged yesterday that
Gen Haftar had spoken last
Monday to US presdient Don-
ald Trump.

The White House said in a
statement that the two men
had discussed “ongoing coun-
terterrorism efforts and the
need to achieve peace and sta-
bility in Libya.” The statement
said Mr Trump recognised
Gen Haftar’s “significant role
in fighting terrorism and se-
curing Libya’s oil resources,
and the two discussed a
shared vision for Libya’s tran-
sition to a stable, democratic
political system”.

It was unclear why the
White House waited several
days to announce the phone
call.

Libya has been plagued by
instability since a popular up-
rising toppled Muammer
Gadafy in 2011, with rival au-
thorities and myriad militias
carving the nation into fief-
doms. For two years, Gen Haf-
tar, whose forces control the
east, was courted by leaders in
Paris, Rome, Moscow, Abu
Dhabi and Riyadh.

UN reports have previously
named the UAE and Egypt as
being among countries that vi-
olated an arms embargo. Rus-
sia has bankrolled Gen Haftar
by printing Libyan dinars, and
there have been reports of Rus-
sian mercenaries working
with the LNA.

Ostensibly, the diplomatic
courtship of Gen Haftar had
three goals: supporting the
warlord’s campaign against Is-
lamist extremism, countering
human trafficking and secur-
ing a political agreement be-
tween him and his rivals.

Gen Haftar made no secret
of his ultimate goal: to seize
Tripoli and control the coun-
try. – Copyright The Financial
Times Limited 2019/ Addition-
al reporting: Reuters

Material is
pouring in

for both sides,
and that is a
serious escalation

Thechildrenhave
becomeso slow.
Whentheyare
hungry they [try to]
crybut theydonot
have the strength

Sally
Hayden

■Clockwise from top: Libyan
government forces evacuate
anAfrican family during the
fightingwith Khalifa Haftar’s
LibyanNational Army forces;
government soldiers after
taking control of al-Aziziyah;
LibyanNational Army soldiers
graduating in Benghazi;
government forces at al-
Aziziyah. PHOTOGRAPHS: AHMED
JADALLAH/REUTERS, MAHMUD
TURKIA/AFP, ABDULLAH DOMA/AFP
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At the back of North Kivu Pro-
vincial Hospital in Goma, in the
eastern Democratic Republic
of the Congo (DRC), a young
man in a tank top ducks out of a
small ambulance.

He emerges surrounded by
the orange fencing, delineating
an isolation area. The man
stops to check his phone, before
a woman in a full protective out-
fit – including a mask, goggles
and white Wellington boots –
ushers him towards an exami-
nation room. The doctor greet-
ing the man sits behind glass.

A hygienist in a hazardous

materials suit disinfects the am-
bulance with a chlorine spray,
as the man nervously takes in
his new reality. For the next
two days, while he undergoes
tests for Ebola, he’ll be kept
three feet away from anyone
not wearing protection. After
that, he will find out if he has
been infected with a virus that
only one-third of victims sur-
vive.

As the second-largest Ebola
outbreak in recorded history
continues to escalate in the
DRC, Goma, a bustling city of
one million, is bracing itself for
what might happen next. At
least 1,365 people have already
died since the outbreak began
last August.

Though there are no con-
firmed cases in Goma yet, some
medics feel it is a matter of
time, given the busy routes
from the north. An average of
four people a day are now quar-
antined in the city for display-
ing Ebola symptoms. Their di-
agnoses so far have turned out
to be myriad of other afflic-
tions, including malaria, ty-
phoid fever and respiratory in-
fections.

“It’s hard to predict the fu-
ture but we have the best train-
ing,” says Dr Elie Mulisi, who
has worked since March in
Goma’s only Ebola treatment
centre. “We feel we’re very well
informed. If more cases come,
we think we will be ready and
give the best of ourselves to
tackle the crisis.”

Symptoms
The symptoms of Ebola are
common to other illnesses, and
include a high fever, head-
aches, vomiting and diarrhoea.
As the virus advances, victims
begin bleeding from their nose,
mouth and other orifices. If an
Ebola case is confirmed, the
prognosis is grim.

Goma’s Ebola treatment cen-
tre has been open since Febru-
ary, before which the space was
used for cholera patients.
There are only 22 beds – 12 for
suspected cases, while the oth-
er 10, for confirmed cases, lie
empty.

The space is just 600sq m,
though a new centre, which will
be more than 16 times its size, is
under construction.

Some of the patients admit-
ted to the centre were caught at
checkpoints. They’re dotted
across the city, manned by vol-
unteers and healthcare work-
ers who point infrared ther-
mometers – almost gunlike – at
the temples of passersby; a tem-
perature of 37.5 means you can
be quarantined. The thermome-
ters measure heat from the tem-
poral artery, and have been
used in previous crises, such as
the 2017 plague outbreak in
Madagascar, to avoid physical
contact between healthcare
workers and people who may al-
ready be sick.

One of the reasons the out-
break has spread so quickly in
the DRC is instability – political
and otherwise.

Goma, close to the Rwandan
border, has long had an air of
danger: both natural and hu-
man-made. Mount Nyiragon-
go, the city’s active volcano,
glows at night and could erupt
with three days’ notice.

UN peacekeepers have a
base at Goma airport, and sol-
diers patrol the streets with
weapons visible beside them. In
one week I drove into two large
protests, which broke out after
opposition leaders were
blocked from speaking to their
supporters. Dozens of armed
groups are active in the region,
many fighting over minerals, in
which the DRC is rich.

Last September, the World
Health Organisation’s head of
emergency response, Peter
Salama, said the Ebola out-
break in northeast DRC was
shaping up to be a “perfect
storm”.

Last Friday, the same organi-
sation stopped short of declar-
ing the Ebola outbreak a global
emergency, instead labelling it
an “extraordinary event” of
deep concern. This decision
came after cases were detected
for the first time in neighbour-
ing Uganda.

Rumours
False rumours about the Ebola
outbreak abound. One is that
foreigners are deliberately in-
fecting Congolese people with
Ebola as a way to make money.
These beliefs sometimes spill
out into hostility; like a man
shouting “Ebola” at white staff
in a Médecins Sans Frontières
jeep, identified by the medical
charity’s distinctive logo on the
side.

Last Saturday, healthcare
workers, local leaders and
about 20 volunteers gathered
in a compound in Katoy, north
Goma – the use of which was of-
fered by its owners to help with
the response to the Ebola
threat.

Standing at the front was Jon-
athan Ajeprev, a lean
26-year-old who works with the
Association des Jeunes pour le
Prevention des Violences. The
meeting was part of a communi-
ty outreach strategy, aimed at

making sure locals across the
city are informed about Ebola.

Ajeprev went over the basics
of the virus, before talking
through good hygiene practic-
es.

“We don’t have soap and
chlorinated water, we just use
ashes to wash our hands,”
piped up a female attendee.
“Soap costs nothing, maybe 50
cent, please buy it,” responded
Ajeprev.

“Why would we report our
children and have them sent to
hospital alone?” asked another
woman. “If the child is sick, the
mother can’t really go with him,
but we will take good care of
him,” Ajeprev said.

He explained there was artifi-
cial milk for babies infected
with Ebola. Women who had al-
ready developed antibodies,
from surviving the virus, would
care for the children until
they’re healthy again, he said.

At the end of the session
Ajeprev read out a hotline the
volunteers can call if they want
to report anything.

“When you listen to your
neighbours it’s easier to get the
message than if it’s someone
you don’t know,” said Clarisse
Amunazo, a Congolese health
promoter working with MSF.

Nicolas Peissel, the medical
charity’s emergency co-ordina-
tor for DRC, said it had been
working on readying Goma for
more than six months now.
“Our main strategy is a preven-
tative one – setting up a compre-
hensive preventative system...

We’re learning lessons and best
practices from organisations in
the north.”

Peissel said MSF was work-
ing with the government health
ministry at “reinforcing the sur-
veillance system, ensuring
there was adequate capacity to
manage suspected cases and es-
tablishing a community engage-
ment programme, as trust with
the community is crucial”.

Separately, local authorities
and the Red Cross have ear-
marked a burial site in a Goma
cemetery, and are already carry-
ing out what they call “safe and
dignified burials” for suspect
cases inside the city.

Otherconcerns
For locals, the Ebola outbreak
also presents an opportunity to
find work. Outside MSF’s gates,
on the shores of Lake Kivu, a
throng of people gather to ex-
amine the latest Ebola-related
job advertisements, seeking
people who are “good under
stress”, “culturally sensitive”,
have “a sense of service” and
are “flexible”.

Those outside echoed what
other Congolese who spoke to
The Irish Times said: while Ebo-
la is frightening, it’s not always
going to be top of their con-
cerns. Many struggle to feed
their families, support their chil-
dren’s education, and feel like
they’re in a safe environment.

“A lot of the priorities of the
communities are not necessari-
ly Ebola,” says Kate Lear-
month, health co-ordinator for
the Red Cross. “There’s all this
money coming in to try to stop
Ebola, but [people’s] priority is
the violence and food and water
and school for their children.”
The response of the relevant
agencies needs to be about
more than Ebola, she says.
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More than 600 million people
dependent on agriculture have
been adversely affected by
drought conditions across
swathes of India.

Soaring temperatures since
early June, averaging about 45
degrees, have stifled most of
the country, while the progress
of the annual monsoon rains,
which normally bring relief
from the searing heat and are a
vital source of water, has been
the slowest in 12 years.

An estimated 43 per cent of
the country is affected by
drought.

According to countrywide
news reports, hundreds of vil-
lages and small towns in states
including Uttar Pradesh in the
east, Rajasthan and Maharash-
tra in the west and Andhra
Pradesh in southern India are
surrounded by parched farm-
land and have been deserted.

The country’s meteorologi-
cal department predicts a defi-

cient monsoon that in all likeli-
hood may not be able to resusci-
tate some 91 life-sustaining res-
ervoirs across India, where wa-
ter levels in some cases are hov-
ering at about 30 per cent ca-
pacity.

The federal government,
however, has played down re-
ports of water shortages. Ad-
dressing a press conference in

New Delhi on Monday, water re-
sources minister Gajendra Sin-
gh Shekhawat said media re-
ports of the water crisis were ex-
aggerated.

He said there was adequate
water in dams and reservoirs in
the northern Himalayan state
of Himachal Pradesh and the
crisis was “not as bad as created
by the media”.

But the reality is starkly at
variance with the minister’s as-
sessment and palpably evident
everywhere else. Cities have
seen queues of people with plas-
tic drums, buckets, kitchen
utensils and empty bottles at
municipal water distribution
points.

A recent report by the Nation-
al Institute for Transforming In-
dia, or NITI Aayog, headed by
prime minister Narendra Modi,
said that 21 cities, including Del-
hi, Bangalore and Chennai, are
expected to run out of ground-
water by 2020.

Groundwaterresources
“Critical groundwater resourc-
es that account for 40 per cent
of India’s water supply are be-
ing depleted at unsustainable
rates,” the NITI Aayog analysis
warned.

It affirmed that climate
change, deficient rainfall and
rising populations were collec-
tively making it impossible for
urban municipalities to meet
rising water demands.

The report also forecast that
by 2030 India’s water require-
ments would double and the re-
sultant scarcity could trim 6 per
cent off its gross domestic prod-
uct. It would also seriously af-
fect food security.

The southern city of Chennai
– formerly Madras – is at pre-
sent the worst afflicted by the
water crisis. The port city,
which is India’s sixth largest,
with a population of about five
million, requires 800 million li-
tres of water daily, but is able to
provide only 525 million – and

that too is reducing rapidly.
Many of its private offices

have asked their employees to
work from home until they fig-
ure out ways to mitigate the wa-
ter scarcity, whilst numerous
small hotels and restaurants
have temporarily shut down.

Farming activist Devinder
Sharma said decades of un-
planned exploitation of ground-
water resources and poor mon-
soon rains in consecutive years
had turned vast portions of cen-
tral and western India into an
arid dust bowl.

Saudi crown prince Moham-
med bin Salman and other sen-
ior Saudi officials should be in-
vestigated over the murder of
journalist Jamal Khashoggi
since there is credible evi-
dence they are liable for his
death, a UN rights investiga-
tor said yesterday.

Saudi Arabia’s minister of
state for foreign affairs, Adel
al-Jubeir, rejected the investi-
gator’s report as “nothing
new”.

He added in a tweet: “The
report of the rapporteur in the
human rights council contains
clear contradictions and base-
less allegations which chal-
lenge its credibility.”

Khashoggi’s death stirred
widespread disgust and hurt
the image of the crown prince,
previously admired in the
West for pushing to end the

kingdom’s oil dependence and
easing social restrictions.

After the murder some west-
ern executives pulled out of a
major investment forum in Ri-
yadh, but big investors have
been pushing ahead with
deals this year in a sign that an
effort by the kingdom to re-
turn to business as usual is
making some headway.

‘Universaljurisdiction’
Agnes Callamard, the UN spe-
cial rapporteur on extrajudi-
cial executions, called on coun-
tries to invoke “universal juris-
diction” for what she called
the international crime and
make arrests if individuals’ re-
sponsibility is proven.

The report, based on a
six-month investigation, also
calls on the United States to
“open an FBI investigation, if
one is not already open, and
pursue criminal prosecutions
within the United States as ap-
propriate.”

The FBI did not immediate-
ly respond to a request for com-
ment.

Ms Callamard urged states
to widen sanctions to include
the crown prince and his as-
sets abroad, unless the man
seen by many as the de facto
Saudi ruler can prove he has
no responsibility.

Khashoggi, a critic of the
prince and a Washington Post
columnist, was last seen at the
Saudi consulate in Istanbul on
October 2nd where he was to
receive papers ahead of his
wedding.

His body was dismembered
and removed from the build-
ing, the Saudi prosecutor has
said, and his remains have not
been found.

Execution
“What needs to be investigat-
ed is the extent to which the
crown prince knew or should
have known of what would
have happened to Mr
Khashoggi, whether he direct-
ly or indirectly incited the kill-
ing . . . whether he could have
prevented the execution when
the mission started and failed
to do so,” Ms Callamard told re-
porters.

The Saudi public prosecu-
tor indicted 11 unnamed sus-
pects in November, including
five who could face the death
penalty on charges of order-
ing and committing the crime.

Ms Callamard said the Sau-
di trial should be suspended,
citing concerns over secret
hearings and a potential mis-
carriage of justice. Instead, a
follow-up international crimi-
nal probe should be launched,
she said.

The CIA and some western
countries believe the crown
prince ordered the killing,
which Saudi officials deny.

Khashoggi’s Turkish fian-
cee, who had waited outside
the consulate while he was
killed inside, called on the
United States to do more to
bring his killers to justice.

“Washington has chosen
not to use its strong ties and
leverage with Riyadh to get
the Saudis to reveal the truth
about Jamal’s murder and to
ensure those responsible are
held accountable,” Hatice Cen-
giz wrote in a New York Times
op-ed. – Reuters

The federal
government
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reports of water
shortages

■Residents use a hand-pump to fill containerswith water in
Chennai, formerlyMadras, India. PHOTOGRAPH: P RAVIKUMAR/REUTERS

Khashoggi
was last seen

at the Saudi
consulate in
Istanbul

■A volunteer sits with her
child at an educational
meeting about Ebola in Goma,
eastern Democratic Republic
of Congo; and (left) healthcare
workers at the city’s only
Ebola treatment centre.
PHOTOGRAPH: SALLY HAYDEN
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Healthcare workers battle poverty and
rumours as DRC city braces for Ebola

‘Credibleevidence’ of links toKhashoggi
murderhasemerged, rapporteur claims
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