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MELBOURNE: A car ploughed into a crowd in
Australia’s second-largest city yesterday injuring
19 people in what police said was a “deliberate
act” but one they did not believe was terror re-
lated. Witnesses said people were thrown through
the air after being hit by the vehicle, which did not
appear to be trying to stop as it “mowed every-
body down” at a busy intersection in downtown
Melbourne.

Victoria state police said the 32-year-old
driver, an Australian of Afghan descent, was known
to authorities for traffic and “minor assault” of-
fences and had mental
health issues. The car was
driven “intentionally”
through the intersection
and collided with a “large
number” of pedestrians,
Acting Chief Commis-
sioner Shane Patton told
reporters in Melbourne. 

The driver “has a his-
tory of drug use and
mental health issues... At
this time we do not have any evidence or intelli-
gence to indicate a connection with terrorism” or
extremism, he said. The man was arrested after a
tussle with an off-duty police officer. Investigators
were waiting to interview the driver, who was in
hospital under police guard. Victoria state Premier
Daniel Andrews, called the incident an “evil, delib-
erate, cowardly act” that left 19 people hurt-four
of them critically.

‘Thump, thump’ 
In a tweet, police appealed to members of the

public to upload any images they might have of
the incident to help assist with their investigation.
A witness, named only as Sue, told Melbourne
radio station 3AW that she heard screams and saw
“people flying everywhere”.

“We could hear this noise, as we looked left, we
saw this white car, it just mowed everybody
down,” she said. “People are flying everywhere.
We heard thump, thump. People are running
everywhere.” Another witness, John, told ABC

Radio Melbourne that he
saw an “SUV coming at
high speed”. “(I) really just
heard the collision with
people with bags and
what must be shopping
trolleys-and I hope not
prams,” he said. “I’ve re-
ally never seen anything
like this before and I
haven’t stopped shaking.”
The intersection is one of

Melbourne’s busiest, a local shop owner told na-
tional broadcaster ABC, and is particularly
crowded at this time of the year ahead of the
Christmas break, with school holidays under way.

Vehicle attacks 
The incident came after a car mowed down

pedestrians in Melbourne’s busiest mall in Jan-
uary, killing six people. The driver, whose case

is still being heard in court, had been pursued
by police prior to the rampage after he had al-
legedly stabbed his brother. Canberra has be-
come increasingly worried about homegrown
extremism and officials say they have pre-
vented 13 terror attacks on home soil in the past
few years.

The Australian government in August un-
veiled a strategy aimed at preventing vehicle
attacks in crowded public places. Suggested
steps include deterrent options like fencing and

closed circuit cameras, and delaying ap-
proaches such as trees and bollards to slow
down vehicles. Melbourne has also been in-
stalling a public siren system and more security
cameras to warn people of a possible terrorist
attack or other serious threats.

Andrews said there would an inquiry into the
incident, and whether any further changes to
Melbourne’s security measures needed to be
made. Over the next few days, hundreds more
police would patrol the city, he added. —AFP

19 hurt as car ploughs into 
crowd in Melbourne: Police

‘Deliberate act’ but not terror related

MELBOURNE: The street outside Flinders Street station is cordoned off by Australian police at the scene where
a car ran over pedestrians in downtown Melbourne. —AFP

Indonesia police 
warn Islamists 
against Santa raids 
JAKARTA: Indonesian police appealed yesterday
for tolerance and respect for other people’s reli-
gious celebrations after an Islamist group threat-
ened to raid businesses to check for Muslims being
forced to wear Santa Claus hats or other Christmas
garb. The hardline Islamic Defenders Front (FPI)
said this week it would conduct “sweeping opera-
tions” in the world’s biggest Muslim-majority
country, and that forcing Muslims to wear Christ-
mas attire was a violation of their human rights.

Indonesia is home to several religious minori-
ties, including Christians, Hindus, Buddhists and
people who follow traditional beliefs.  The consti-
tution guarantees freedom of religion in an offi-
cially secular state though tension between
followers of different faiths can flare. “There can
be no sweeping operations ... members of the pub-
lic should respect other religions that are carrying
out celebrations,” national police chief Tito Kar-
navian told police during a security exercise in the
capital, Jakarta. The FPI said it aimed to enforce a
fatwa, or decree, issued by Indonesia’s Islamic
Clerical Council in 2016 prohibiting business own-

ers from forcing employees to wear Christmas
clothing.     “We will raid businesses in anticipation
of them being stubborn about this and we will be
accompanied by police,” said Novel Bakmukmin,
head of the FPI’s Jakarta chapter.  Employers forc-
ing staff to wear Christmas clothes were violating
their rights. “Businesses should be aware that there
should be no forcing,” he said. The Islamic Clerical
Council’s decrees are not legally binding but serve
as guidelines for Indonesian Muslims.        

Christmas is widely celebrated across Indone-
sia and holiday decorations are ubiquitous, espe-
cially at shops, restaurants and malls where many
enthusiastic workers - even Muslims - don Santa
hats or elf costumes. The FPI built its reputation
with raids on restaurants and bars serving alcohol
during the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan. In
recent years, it has turned its attention to Chris-
tian celebrations. The group has also said it wants
the Jakarta city government to stop sponsoring
New Year celebrations, which attract many thou-
sands of people.

About 90,000 police officers will be on duty
cross the country during the end-of-year holi-
days, in an operation largely aimed at preventing
militant attacks. Attacks on churches in Jakarta
and elsewhere on Christmas Eve in 2000, killed
nearly 20 people. Ever since, authorities have
stepped up security at churches and tourist spots
for the holiday. —Reuters

China sentences
44 Taiwanese for 
telecom fraud
BEIJING: China sentenced 44 Taiwanese
to prison yesterday for telecom fraud fol-
lowing their extradition from Kenya, in a
move likely to further sour cross-strait
ties. The Taiwanese were among a group
sentenced to between 21 months and 15
years in prison and slapped with fines, the
Beijing Second Intermediate People’s
Court said on its official account on
China’s Twitter-like Weibo.

The question of how to deal with Tai-
wanese arrested abroad has become a
sensitive diplomatic issue, with Taipei
protesting that suspects should be re-
turned to the self-ruled island, rather than
the mainland. China and Taiwan split after
a civil war in 1949 and the island sees it-
self as a sovereign nation, but Beijing
considers it a breakaway province that is
part of its territory-a stance that most
countries around the world recognize.

Ties between Beijing and Taipei have
worsened since President Tsai Ing-wen
took office last year over her refusal to

acknowledge the island as part of “one
China”.  Taipei has in the past accused
Beijing of “abducting” Taiwanese sus-
pected of committing fraud abroad and
taking them to China. Taiwan’s Mainland
Affairs Council spokesman Chiu Chui-
cheng expressed “deep regret and dissat-
isfaction” over the sentencing.

“We insist that Taiwanese suspects in-
volved in cross-border telecom fraud
cases should return to Taiwan to face in-
vestigation, trial and serve the sentence
according to the law,” he said at a regular
press briefing yesterday. “We urge the
Chinese side to communicate and negoti-
ate with us for the interests of the people
to seek resolutions in terms of joint crime-
fighting to eradicate fraud groups.”

The council has stated that it has intel-
ligence on “the key suspect behind the
crime” and called on China to cooperate
with Taiwan security authorities “as soon
as possible”. The telecom case is the latest
to involve the international deportation of
Taiwanese suspects, and analysts see the
cases as part of Beijing’s bid to pile pres-
sure on Tsai. A Spanish court said last week
it had also decided to allow the extradition
of Taiwanese fraud suspects to China de-
spite protests by Taipei, which hoped to
take back its citizens. —AFP
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