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PARIS: France voted in regional elections yesterday,
with the far-right National Front (FN) hoping for a
breakthrough that would give its leader, Marine Le
Pen, the springboard for a presidential bid in 2017.
Voting took place amid heightened security, as France
remains under a state of emergency after the
November 13 jihadist assault in Paris that claimed 130
lives.

The anti-immigration FN topped the vote in six of
13 regions in the first round of voting on December 6,
capitalizing on security fears following the attacks. But
analysts said yesterday’s runoff could be close in sever-
al regions after the ruling Socialist Party urged sup-
porters to vote tactically to thwart the far-right pop-
ulists.

Pollster Jean-Daniel Levy of Harris Interactive said
the FN was “almost certain” to win one region, while
Bruno Jeanbart of OpinionWay said it would win
between “zero and five”. Turnout stood at 19.59 per-
cent at noon, up from 16.27 percent at the same point
last Sunday and 18.57 percent during the last regional
elections in 2010. The ballot is considered key to the
FN’s strategy.

The party has previously scored well in presidential
and European Union (EU) elections, but is desperate
for local success to bolster its claim to be a grassroots
movement. The Socialists have pulled out their candi-
dates in two regions in the north and south of the
country where respectively Le Pen and her 26-year-old

niece Marion are running. They have called on voters
to back former president Nicolas Sarkozy’s conserva-
tive Republicans.

‘Time bomb’ 
“Frankly, I’m voting against the FN in the interests

of my family,” said Issa Kouyate, a 59-year-old voter of
Senegalese origin, as he went to cast his ballot in
Marseille, where a high proportion of citizens are of
immigrant background. “There’s danger,” said Kouyate,
describing the FN’s 40.45-percent first-round turnout
in his region as “a time bomb.”

Tactical voting carries a political risk for the
Socialists, though, as it plays into the far right’s claim
that the two main parties are indistinguishable. Le Pen
cast her ballot in Henin-Beaumont, in the economically
depressed northern Nord-Pas-de-Calais-Picardy
region. A TNS-Sofres poll on Wednesday showed Le
Pen, who heads the party list, would lose easily to the
Republicans’ Xavier Bertrand. 

Nationwide, the FN took 28 percent of the vote last
Sunday, ahead of 27 percent for the Republicans and
their allies. President Francois Hollande’s Socialists suf-
fered their fourth electoral beating since coming to
power in 2012 as voters punished their failure to
reduce unemployment, but held up better than
expected with 23.5 percent.

The president, voting in his south-central Correze
region flush from the successful completion of the

marathon UN climate talks at Le Bourget yesterday,
smiled broadly as a well-wisher congratulated him.

‘De-demonized’ party 
Le Pen has reaped the rewards of her efforts to “de-

demonize” the party bequeathed by her father Jean-
Marie Le Pen, but it retains a stridently anti-immigrant
edge, sharpened by last month’s carnage in Paris.
Critics accuse it of fomenting Islamophobia.

Her campaign has also exploited anger over the sit-
uation in the northern port of Calais, where thousands
of migrants are camping in squalid conditions in the
hope of reaching Britain. Socialist Prime Minister
Manuel Valls said he had “no hesitation” in urging vot-
ers to back the Republicans to keep the FN from pow-
er-as they did in 2002 when voters switched to
Jacques Chirac in a presidential run-off against Jean-
Marie Le Pen. Sarkozy, who has been accused of flirting
with the FN’s ideas on immigration and Islam, has tak-
en a different approach. He said a vote for the FN was
“not immoral” but they were “people who have never
run anything, have no plan, have no self-control, who
would create chaos”. Regional councils have little politi-
cal visibility in France. Abstention in the first round of
voting was high for France-nearly one in two voters
did not cast their ballot. In contrast, the regions have
much economic and social clout. They levy their own
taxes and administer major budgets in education,
transport and business incentives. — AFP 

Suspense as French far right 
hope for first regional prize

France remains under a state of emergency

WASHINGTON: Five US states were immune
to the bloody, perpetual series of mass shoot-
ings in the United States this year, which has
seen more of them than the number of days
gone by. Experts debate whether the states
were spared thanks to coincidence or if cir-
cumstances there make them a haven of
peace.

As of December 2, 353 mass shootings
have killed 462 people in 220 cities, according
to the shootingtracker.com website.  A total of
1,317 people were wounded, after adjusting
for the latest toll from the last mass shooting,
which saw a husband and wife couple kill 14
and wound 22 in San Bernardino, California,
the deadliest such tragedy in three years.

If there is no slowdown to this frenetic
pace, there will be as many such traumatic
deadly events as there are days in the year. Or
more. The count includes all events that have
killed or wounded at least four people. Hawaii,
New Hampshire, North Dakota, West Virginia

and Wyoming alone were spared such
macabre fate.

‘Lucky this year’ 
All of them except West Virginia have not

seen a single mass shooting since 2013, when
the website first began its count based not on
official figures but on reports obtained from
media reports and other sources. The out-
come owes in part to the relatively low popu-
lation density in those states, experts say.

Wyoming, home to 584,000 people, is the
least populous state, according to 2014 esti-
mates from the US Census. North Dakota, with
739,500 people, is the fourth least populated
state (ranking 47th out of 50 overall by popu-
lation). “Naturally, we would expect that states
with smaller populations would have fewer
mass shootings, on average,” University of
Alabama criminologist Adam Lankford told
AFP. The most populous state, California with
38.8 million people, had the second biggest

number of shootings so far this year — 25.
Florida, which counted the most — 27 —
shootings, has a population of 19.9 million,
making it the third most populated state.

The five states are also among the most
rural. Most lack major cities, except for Hawaii,
with Honolulu having a population of about
375,000.So people in these states are less likely
to live in cities than those in most other US
states.

“This affects their risk and probability of
experiencing a mass shooting,” Lankford said.
“Although school and workplace shootings do
occur in towns and other rural areas, there are
many types of mass shootings that mostly
occur in cities, such as mass shootings that
arise from gang violence, organized crime, and
other criminal activity.”

But their immunity to these incidents is
counterintuitive. None of these five states,
except for Hawaii, has adopted strict gun con-
trol legislation, and it is often easier to own

one there than elsewhere in the United States.
Wyoming namely does not regulate the trans-
fer or possession of machine guns and no
state permit is required to purchase a rifle,
shotgun or handgun.

That earns it an F from the San Francisco-
based Law Center to Prevent Gun Violence, an
advocacy group. North Dakota and West
Virginia also get that lowest possible grade.
New Hampshire fared just a hair better, with a
D-. Hawaii, in contrast, got a B+, because of its
license and registration requirements, ban on
assault weapons and large capacity ammuni-
tion magazines, child access prevention
requirements and restriction on openly carry-
ing of handguns and long guns.

Unheeded gun control 
An increasingly frustrated President Barack

Obama has repeatedly called for stricter gun
control legislation, but his calls have gone
unheeded. The easy flow of weapons, experts

say, triggers more mass shootings because
guns can end up in the wrong people’s hands.
There have been numerous shootings in those
five states, but always fewer than four victims.

“None of them have done anything inno-
vative or effective to prevent mass shootings,
it just happens to be an unfortunate coinci-
dence,” said Adam Winkler of the UCLA School
of Law. Winkler, who wrote “Gunfight: The
Battle over the Right to Bear Arms in America,”
said there was “no doubt” that gun rights
advocates will point to the lack of mass shoot-
ings in those states as proof that less gun con-
trol means more safety.

Yet “it is very difficult to reduce mass shoot-
ings, mainly because most of the guns used in
these shootings are purchased legally,” he
added. “I don’t think it is possible to stop mass
shootings at the state level, even if, of course,
they can take some actions.” Lankford thinks it
has more to do with coincidence than any-
thing else.  — AFP 

5 US states spared from mass shooting bloodbaths in 2015

WASHINGTON: President Barack Obama speaks about the Paris climate agreement from
the Cabinet Room of the White House.  — AP 

LYON: A dog waits for its owner who is casting a ballot in the second round of the regional elections in the Rhone, Auvergne-
Rhones-Alpes region. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: President Barack Obama
and Secretary of State John Kerry hailed
the newly passed international climate
change agreement as a major achieve-
ment that could help turn the tide on
global warming, but got a quick reminder
that Republicans will fight it all the way.

Obama said the climate agreement
made Saturday night by almost 200
nations “can be a turning point for the
world” and credited his administration for
playing a key role. He and Kerry predicted
it would prompt widespread spending on
clean energy and help stem carbon pollu-
tion blamed for global warming.

“We’ve shown that the world has both
the will and the ability to take on this
challenge,” Obama said from the White
House. He said the climate agreement
“offers the best chance we have to save
the one planet we have.” “In short, this
agreement will mean less of the carbon
pollution that threatens our planet and
more of the jobs and economic growth
driven by low-carbon investments,”
Obama said.

Obama said the world leaders meeting
in Paris “met the moment” and that people
can be more confident “the planet will be
in better shape for the next generation.”
Obama said the agreement is not perfect,
but sets a framework that will contain
periodic reviews and assessments to
ensure that countries meet their commit-
ments to curb carbon emissions.

Stark reminder
The immediate reaction of leading

Republican critics was a stark reminder of
the conflict that l ies ahead. Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell  of
Kentucky said Obama is “making promises
he can’t keep” and should remember that
the agreement “is subject to being shred-
ded in 13 months.” McConnell noted that
the presidential election is next year and
the agreement could be reversed if the
GOP wins the White House.

And Republican Sen James Inhofe of

Oklahoma said that Americans can expect
the administration to cite the agreement
as an excuse for establishing emission tar-
gets for every sector of the US economy.
Kerry said from Paris: “I have news for
Senator Inhofe. The United States of
America has already reduced its emissions
more than any other country in the world.”

“This has to happen,” he said of the
agreement. “I believe this will continue
because I just personally cannot believe
that any person who doesn’t understand
the science and isn’t prepared to do for
the next generation what we did here
today and follow through on it cannot
and will not be elected president of the
United States.”

‘Massive investment’ 
In an interview taped for CBS’ “Face the

Nation,” Kerry called the climate pact “a
breakaway agreement” that will change
how countries make decisions and “spur
massive investment.” He acknowledged
that a Republican president could undo
the agreement, but said there is already
plenty of evidence that climate change is
having a damaging and expensive impact
with more intense storms, wildfires and
melting glaciers.

Several  Democratic lawmakers
applauded Obama’s effor ts.  House
Democratic leader Nancy Pelosi hailed it
as a “monumental moment” and praised
Obama for his leadership on the issue. Sen
Harry Reid, the Senate Democratic minori-
ty leader, said climate change poses one
of the greatest threats the world has ever
known, and that no country acting alone
can stem the tide.

“The time to act is now,” the Nevada
lawmaker said. Obama took credit for the
successful  negotiations.  “ Today,  the
American people can be proud - because
this historic agreement is a tribute to
American leadership. Over the past seven
years,  we’ve transformed the United
States into the global leader in fighting
climate change.” — AP 

Obama optimism on climate 
pact tempered by GOP oppn

LONDON: The press has compared the gang
alleged to be behind one of Britain’s most auda-
cious jewelry heists to the glamorous thieves of
Hollywood movie Ocean’s Eleven, but the reali-
ty is much less sexy. Rather than George
Clooney and Brad Pitt, the group believed to be
behind April’s daring raid on a London safe-
deposit facility includes two geriatrics and a
man suffering from incontinence.

A red-haired man known as “Basil”, who
allegedly let the men into the jewelry vault
through a fire escape, has not yet been identi-
fied, adding an air of mystery to a story beg-
ging for a film adaptation. The burglary at
Hatton Garden, long known as London’s jewel-
ry quarter, was the “largest burglary in English
legal history” prosecutor Philip Evans said.

Four of the defendants, including the 76-
year-old mastermind, have already pleaded
guilty, while several others still face trial. Taking
advantage of a long Easter weekend in early
April, prosecutors told London’s Old Bailey
court that the gang broke into the vault of cen-
tral London’s Hatton Garden Safe Deposit com-
pany. Disguised as gas workers and fitted with
hard hats, it is claimed they rappelled down an
elevator shaft then used a diamond-tipped
industrial drill to bore three large holes in a con-
crete wall 50 centimeters thick. Video surveil-
lance recorded the comings and goings as 73

safes were emptied to net a booty worth an
estimated £14 million ($21.3 million, 20 million
Euros) in gold, sapphires, diamonds, jewelry,
luxury watches and cash. 

‘Ocean’s 11-style’ 
The raid was only discovered the following

Tuesday. Appealing for help from the public,
Scotland Yard detective Craig Turner said a “par-
ticularly ambitious” burglary appeared to have
been carried out by an “Ocean’s 11-style” team.

As details of the raid crystallized, it became
clear that the comparison to the sophisticated
Hollywood heist was not entirely justified. Things
did not go as planned from the start, as the
thieves took longer than planned to break
through the vault’s wall, forcing them to bring
additional equipment. Alleged mastermind
Brian Reader is believed to have ditched the raid
on the first night, having arrived at the scene of
the crime by bus using a senior’s free travel pass.
Court also heard that suspect Terry Perkins, 67,
was secretly recorded boasting of having carried
out the “biggest robbery” in the world in his
bugged Citroen Saxo. He also mentioned his dia-
betes and the insulin injections he had to take
during breaks in the raid, court heard. Another
alleged gang member, William “Bill” Lincoln, 60,
suffers from incontinence and wet himself when
arrested, according to police. — AFP 

Alleged UK heist gang far 
from silver-screen glitz

MOSCOW: Twenty-three psychiatric
patients, most of them elderly, died
when a fire ripped through their care
facility in southern Russia Saturday
night, in the latest tragedy to hit men-
tal health hospitals in the country. “The
bodies of 21 people have been found,
two more died in hospitals,” said the
emergencies ministry on Sunday,

adding that a further 23 people were
hospitalized.

Seventy patients and four nurses
were in the Soviet-era ward when the
fire broke out shortly before midnight
(2100 GMT) Saturday at the hospital in
the village of Alfyorovka, in the south-
ern Voronezh region. Most of those
who perished were aged in their 60s

and 70s, although some were in their
40s and 50s, according to a list of
patients released by the emergencies
ministry.

The state-owned Rossiya 24 rolling
news channel said patients had been
given tranquillizers as part of their
medication before the fire broke out.
“They simply did not wake up,” a corre-
spondent reported from the scene,
saying they choked on noxious smoke.
Igor Kobzev, chief of the Voronezh
regional branch of the emergencies
ministry, said that “the epicentre of the
fire was located in a place where
bedridden patients were.” 

The fire gutted the hospital build-
ing made of brick and wood, with
footage showing firefighters still
combing through the smoking ruins in
light snow. It took more than 440 fire-
fighters and emergency workers
around three hours to bring the fire
under control. The Investigative
Committee, which reports directly to
President Vladimir Putin, said it opened
a criminal probe into the deaths on
suspicion of negligence.

There was no immediate reaction
from the Kremlin but Emergencies
Minister Vladimir Puchkov went to the
scene to oversee the response to the

tragedy and conduct a meeting on fire
safety. The blaze was the latest tragedy
to hit a psychiatric institution in Russia,
where outdated Soviet-era infrastruc-
ture is still in widespread use and man-
agers often take a lax approach to fire
safety. Critics say such deadly fires,
which often claim the lives of some of
the most vulnerable people in Russia,
are a source of embarrassment for the
Kremlin, noting authorities have learnt
little from past tragedies. 

Bleak place 
Experts are looking into what trig-

gered the blaze at the psychiatric ward
in Alfyorovka, investigators said,
adding searches were also being con-
ducted as part of the probe at the
regional department for social protec-
tion. Medical personnel said patients
did not have access to matches or
lighters.

Nurse Nadezhda Sukhareva said
patients were allowed to smoke but
staff would light their cigarettes for
them outside the building. “There’s no
way we would give them matches,” she
said in televised remarks. Activist
Konstantin Rubakhin, whose father
was born in Alfyorovka, said the hospi-
tal had been a bleak place. —  AFP 

Psychiatric hospital fire kills 23 in Russia

ALFYOROVKA: A handout picture provided on December 13,
2015 by the Russian Emergencies Ministry shows firefighters
and rescuers working among the debris of a psychiatric hospital
destroyed by the fire. — AFP  


