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TEXAS: A demonstrator helps hold a large ‘Come and Take It’ banner at a rally in support of open carry gun laws at the Capitol, in Austin, Texas. Texas, the second-most populous state, is joining 44 other states in allowing at least
some firearm owners to carry handguns openly in public places. Under the Texas law, guns can be carried by those with licenses and only in holsters.  — AP 

WASHINGTON: President Barack Obama made
fighting gun violence his chief resolution for
2016 in a New Year’s Day address, calling it a
major piece of “unfinished business” for his
White House administration.

The US leader announced he would meet
with Attorney General Loretta Lynch on
Monday, his first day back at work after the
year-end break, “to discuss our options” in
reducing the toll of deaths and injuries from
firearms. As he marked the start of his final year
as president, Obama expressed regret at the lit-
tle progress made in the past seven years
towards remedying the firearm “epidemic” that
claims more than 30,000 lives in America each
year, over half of them suicides.

“My New Year’s resolution is to move for-
ward on our unfinished business as much as I
can,” he said. “That’s especially true for one
piece of unfinished business, that’s our epidem-

ic of gun violence.” With time running out on his
presidency, and with little prospect of reaching
common ground with Congress on the highly
contentious guns issue, Obama is expected to
resort to the use of executive powers that
would allow him to unilaterally impose certain
new anti-gun measures. The United States is
one of the most gun-loving countries in the
world, with more guns than inhabitants,
according to a recent Congressional Research
Service report. 

In his New Year’s address, the president said
measures to be discussed with Lynch will focus
on “keeping an irresponsible, dangerous few
from inflicting harm on a massive scale.”
According to CNN and the New York Times,
which cited gun control advocates familiar with
the administration’s plans, Obama is expected
to announce executive action to expand back-
ground checks on gun sales before his State of

the Union address on January 12. Reports said
the measures imposed by the president could
include tighter restrictions on reporting guns
lost or stolen in transport, as well new licensing
restrictions on small gun sellers.

‘Every single day’
Obama is taking the action against the

backdrop of a relentless succession of shoot-
ings, which cast him each time in the role of
“consoler-in-chief” to a grieving nation. The
president has made increasingly plain his frus-
tration at the bloodshed, faulting Congress for
its lack of action to curb gun violence. “Last
month, we remembered the third anniversary
of Newtown,” Obama said in his address, refer-
ring to a December 2012 mass shooting at a
Connecticut elementary school that left 20
young children and six adults dead.

“This Friday, I’ll be thinking about my friend

Gabby Giffords, five years into her recovery
from the shooting in Tucson,” he said, speaking
of a former US congresswoman and victim of
another of the nation’s spasms of gun violence.
“All across America, survivors of gun violence
and those who lost a child, a parent, a spouse
to gun violence are forced to mark such awful
anniversaries every single day, and yet
Congress still hasn’t done anything to prevent
what happened to them from happening to
other families,” the president said.

“Three years ago, a bipartisan, common-
sense bill would have required background
checks for virtually everyone who buys a gun,”
he said, recalling that such a measure-ultimate-
ly blocked in the Senate-had the support of
the vast majority of the American public,
including gun owners. “Since then, tens of
thousands of our fellow Americans have been
mowed down by gun violence. Tens of thou-

sands,” Obama said. The issue of gun control
has polarized the US legislature and divided
the nation, with Americans holding radically
different views on the pros and cons of gun
ownership.

The depth of the schism could be seen in
new laws that went into effect on Friday in
Republican-red Texas and its political polar
opposite states of California and Oregon. The
new gun law in California would make it easier
for courts to seize the firearms of people
deemed to present a danger to themselves or
others. In its west coast neighbor, the liberal
state of Oregon, a measure took effect barring
anyone convicted of certain domestic abuse
offenses from having guns or ammunition.
Gun-friendly Texas, meanwhile, on Friday intro-
duced an “open carry” law meaning gun own-
ers no longer will be required to conceal their
weapons when packing heat. — AFP 

Obama tackles ‘unfinished business’ of gun violence 
Firearm ‘epidemic’ claims more than 30,000 lives yearly

IMO: Nigeria on Friday unveiled a nine-
meter tall statue of Jesus Christ carved from
white marble, thought to be the biggest of
its kind in Africa. Standing barefoot with
arms outstretched, the “Jesus de Greatest”
statue weighs in at 40 tons. More than 100
priests and hundreds of Catholic worship-
pers attended the nine-meter (30-foot) stat-
ue’s official unveiling in the village of
Abajah in southeastern Nigeria. It was com-
missioned by Obinna Onuoha, a local busi-
nessman who hired a Chinese company to
carve it and placed it in the grounds of a
2000-capacity church that he built in 2012.

In his homily at a Mass before unveiling
the statue, presiding bishop Augustine
Tochukwu Okwuoma said it would be a
“very great symbol of faith” for Catholic
worshippers and passers-by alike. “It will
remind them of the importance of Jesus
Christ,” said Okwuoma. The cost of the stat-
ue has not been revealed. Earlier in the
week, Onuoha said it would be “the biggest
statue of Jesus on the continent.” The 43-
year-old boss of an oil and gas distribution

company timed the statue’s unveiling to
coincide with his parents’ 50th wedding
anniversary. Nigeria, Africa’s most populous
country with 170 million people, is split
between a more prosperous Christian
south and a poor Muslim north-an occa-
sional source of tension.

More than 17,000 people have been
killed in Islamist group Boko Haram’s six-
year quest to create an independent state
but the violence has been mainly confined
to Nigeria’s Muslim-majority north. And
even as Nigeria rings in 2016, the ever-pre-
sent threat of violence by Boko Haram
hangs heavy over the country, despite offi-
cial claims that the battle against the
Islamist group has been “technically” won.
“We think religions can exist side by side,”
Onuoha said. “We hope that people can live
in harmony.” He said the idea of building a
giant statue of Jesus came to him in a
dream nearly 20 years ago. And when his
68-year-old mother fell seriously ill a few
years ago, she made him promise that he
would build a church if she survived. — AFP 
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AGBAJA-ISU, Nigeria: A priest walks past the nine-meter
tall statue of Jesus Christ carved from white marble,
thought to be the biggest of its kind in Africa, in Abajah,
southeastern Nigeria, on January 1, 2016. — AFP 

DUBAI: Grasping the edge of a balcony 48
stories from the ground, just meters away
from a raging fire, the photographer thought
he may not live to see 2016. “One hour, then
that’s it, I’m dead,” he thought as he stood on
the tiny sill of a balcony in Dubai’s luxury The
Address Downtown hotel, attached by a
rope to a massive window-cleaning platform. 

Not long before, he had entered the bal-
cony with a friend to take photographs of
the nearby New Year’s Eve fireworks display
for his newspaper. But the night suddenly
changed when a huge fire erupted in the
hotel below them, engulfing several floors of
the huge building in the heart of the sky-
scraper city. “There’s a fire,” his friend shouted,
rushing towards the nearest exit, before the
photographer looked out and saw “smoke
coming towards the balcony”.

Afraid that he would die from suffocation,
and unable to see how he could escape, the
photographer decided there was only one
thing for it: to tie a rope from himself to a
window-cleaning platform and hang off the
balcony. He rolled out some 30 meters (100
feet) of a heavy-duty cable from a nearby

machine used by workers to clean the tow-
er’s windows, attached it to his belt and pho-
tographing equipment and stepped off the
edge. The rope “was my savior”, he said, ask-
ing not to be named and explaining that the
fire was less than 10 meters away from him
at that point.

He feared he would die from suffocation,
he said. “I wasn’t sure what was happening
downstairs. I was afraid I might collapse from
the smoke.” Holding on for dear life outside
the building, he began calling and texting his
colleagues asking them to get in touch with
the civil defense for help. Civil defense repre-
sentatives kept him calm as he waited to be
rescued. “I was telling them I hoped to sur-
vive and see my wife,” he said.

More than half an hour later, he heard res-
cue workers approaching his floor. “When I
saw lights and heard the sounds of footsteps
at the floor I was in, I started tapping on the
aluminum to get their attention,” he said. “I
think I was the only person left stuck that
long,” he said, describing how he was led out
through the smoke-filled corridors of the
five-star hotel.  — AFP
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