
20 November 20, 2015

Society

Tunis

A 

lgerian mothers used to 
anguish over the fate of 
family members “disap-
peared” in the civil war 
that pitted government 

security forces against radical Is-
lamist insurgents for more than a 
decade.

Today, parents are increasingly 
fretting about the safety of their 
children as an unprecedented wave 
of kidnappings has swept away be-
liefs that neighbourhoods were 
safe for children to grow up in and 
enjoy life.

From 1992 through 1998, more 
than 7,000 people “disappeared” 
during the civil war and many re-
main unaccounted for. The figure 
exceeds those of “disappearances” 
recorded in any other country, ex-
cept wartime Bosnia, according to 
human rights groups.

These disappearances and other 
acts of violence during what Al-
gerians call the “Black Decade” 
overshadowed other less gruesome 
abuses. But after the country re-
gained a level of normalcy, worries 
about child mistreatment and kid-
napping of female university stu-
dents have arisen among the top 
concerns of public opinion.

“In 12 years after 2003, kidnap-
ping cases of children followed by 
sexual violence or murder num-
bered 15,” said police officer Kheira 
Messaoudene, who is in charge of 
women and children violence is-

sues at Algeria’s police national se-
curity department.

“In 2014, we recorded 1,663 cas-
es of sexual abuses against chil-
dren, including 949 against girls, 
while the number of kidnappings 
reached 195, including 142 abduc-
tions of girls, with 12 children mur-
dered.

“For the first half of this year 
there were 831 cases of sexual vio-
lence, 471 of which [were] against 
girls, and 52 children kidnapped 
with 12 murdered. Figures speak 
for themselves,” she told Algerian 
newspaper El Watan.

In covering child kidnapping 

cases, the media talk of “soci-
ety wolves” lurking almost every-
where to threaten child safety and 
innocence.

These cases include that of Mua-
mmar Thamri, a teen who was 
kidnapped in 2014 and choked to 
death in the southern city of Djelfa. 
His body, stuffed into a used barley 
bag, was dumped at the door of his 
family home. He was killed by his 
uncle’s wife after the boy made a 
chance discovery that the woman 
had an affair with another man.

There is an eerie silence at the 
makeshift football stadium tucked 
among apartment blocks in the 12 

December district on the outskirts 
of Algiers as parents kept children 
away from playing there.

Amine Yarichene, 8, went miss-
ing recently and mothers of chil-
dren who used to play with him 
said “one of society wolves” kid-
napped him.

“Amine’s kidnapping elicited 
compassion from many Algerians 
but the case filled them with fear 
as it was the case with small girls 
Chaima and Soundos found dead 
after their abductions like other 
children snatched from the warmth 
of their families,” wrote El Watan.

Amine was returned to his family 

after being held hostage for 15 days 
by an old acquaintance of his father 
who asked for a ransom. 

Police stormed the villa where 
the boy was held and arrested his 
abductor.

Messaoudene said it was difficult 
to draw a profile of a child kidnap-
per. “He could be any person. He 
could be a university teacher or a 
bricklayer,” she said.

Experts argue that children ab-
ductions are a threat but the men-
ace should be put in perspective 
to avoid exaggerated alarm of par-
ents.

In his book Protecting the Gift, 
child-safety scholar Gavin de Beck-
er wrote that, when gauged against 
a stranger kidnapping, “a child is 
vastly more likely to have a heart 
attack and child heart attacks are so 
rare that most parents never even 
consider the risk”.

Experts insist that the majority 
of missing children are runaways 
fleeing from physically or emotion-
ally abusive parents, especially af-
ter flunking exams.

Meanwhile, abductions of uni-
versity student girls were puzzling 
security officials as the phenom-
enon accelerated since 2010 with 
200 cases handled by security au-
thorities

“How we can explain this escala-
tion of the scourge of abductions? 
Beside abductions of children, 
which had been widely talked 
about in the country, kidnapping 
of female students has become ex-
tensive during the last five years,” 
wrote El Watan.

Child, university student abductions on the rise in Algeria
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Algerian boys walking in a narrow street of the Kasbah of Algiers.

In 2014, we recorded 
1,663 cases of sexual 
abuses against 
children, including 
949 against girls.

Egypt to test street children for hepatitis C
Hassan Abdel Zaher
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gypt plans to test thou-
sands of children for hep-
atitis C, a disease that has 
become a nationwide af-
fliction, to help limit the 

spread of the disease among street 
children.

The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) says the blood-borne virus, 
which is highly infectious, kills an 
estimated 40,000 Egyptians every 
year. It adds that at least 10% of 
Egyptians between the ages of 15 
and 59 are infected.

“Thousands of medical practi-
tioners and experts will be on the 
streets as of next month,” said Dr 
Mosaad Radwan, an adviser to the 
Minister of Social Solidarity, which 
will launch the testing campaign in 
cooperation with the Health Min-
istry. “These medical practitioners 
and experts will go wherever they 
can to find the children and test 
them.”

About 23,000 children live on the 
streets in Egypt, according to Rad-
wan. Egypt’s non-governmental 
organisations say the number is 
many times larger. The children are 
runaways, orphans or young peo-
ple abandoned by their families.

The alarm was sounded a few 
months ago when a charity offering 
care to street children discovered 
that some of them tested positive 
for hepatitis C.

Rights activists note that Egypt’s 
street children lead unhealthy and 

often dangerous lives that leave 
them deprived of basic needs for 
protection, guidance and supervi-
sion and expose them to exploita-
tion and abuse.

“Street children can even have 
more than just hepatitis C,” said 
Mahmoud al-Badawi, the head of 
local Egyptian Association for the 
Assistance of Juveniles and Human 
Rights. “Life on the streets is syn-
onymous with all types of viola-
tions and diseases.”

There are no recent studies to 
corroborate Badawi’s view but 
WHO research shows that Egypt’s 
street children suffer health prob-
lems that include cholera, tuber-
culosis and anaemia. They are also 
exposed to a variety of toxic sub-
stances, both in food and the envi-
ronment around them.

A study published in 2010 by 
AIDS, the official journal of the 
International AIDS Society, said 
street children were highly vulner-
able to many adverse health and 
social problems. The study, involv-
ing 857 street children, determined 
that 35% of them reported alcohol 
consumption.

The vast majority of children 
(93%) faced some form of violence 
or abuse on the street, according to 
the study. 

It said the most typical forms of 
abuse were harassment by police 
(63%) and by older street children 
(51%). Physical abuse and violence 
were reported by 45% of children 
and sexual abuse by 12%, the study 
said.

It added that harassment and 
physical abuse tended to be more 
prevalent among boys, whereas 
sexual abuse was many times more 
common among girls. More than 
53% of female street children aged 
15-17 years in Greater Cairo and 
90% of those in Alexandria had 
been a victim of sexual abuse, the 

study found.
The majority, the study said, also 

reported having used drugs and, 
among the older teens, having sex, 
noting that among those having 
sex, most never used a condom 
and had multiple sex partners.

A few years ago, reports that 
some street children earned a liv-
ing by selling their blood to private 
hospitals sent shockwaves across 
Egypt.

Samir Ahmed, a 14-year-old, has 
been living on the streets for three 
years now, but does not sell his 
blood to eat.

“I only ask people to give me 

money and some people do,” said 
Ahmed, who sleeps in a downtown 
Cairo underground station.

Wafer-thin and wearing dirty 
clothes, Ahmed held a cigarette be-
tween the middle and index fingers 
of his right hand. He said he some-
times found food in rubbish bas-
kets. He refused to answer ques-
tions about whether he took drugs 
or had been sexually abused.

Badawi said he hopes that hepa-
titis C campaign will lead to more 
efforts to keep children from hav-
ing to sleep on the streets.

“The government needs to have 
a real will to either send these chil-
dren back home or include them in 
the programmes of this country’s 
social institutions,” he said. “We 
cannot keep talking while more 
and more children end up leaving 
their family homes and living on 
the streets.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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are infected.

A homeless Egyptian child sleeps under a bridge in Cairo, last March.

About 23,000 
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An unprecedented 
wave of kidnappings 
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beliefs that 
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were safe for 
children.


