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Jordanian soldier gets life for killing US troops

‘I have all the respect for the king, but I was doing my job’

AMMAN: Jordanian judges preside over the trial of Maarik Al-Tawaiha, charged with the killing of three American military trainers outside an army base last year. — AFP 

AMMAN: A Jordanian soldier was sentenced
yesterday to life in prison after being convicted
of killing three US military trainers last year, but
some said questions lingered about his motive
for the shooting at a Jordanian air base. Jordan
has ruled out terrorism in the November shoot-
ing in which the convoy of the US Army Green
Berets came under fire at the base entrance.
The defendant has said he felt no animosity
toward Americans and opened fire because he
believed the base was coming under attack.

However, relatives of the slain US troops
have described security camera footage that
they say shows him shooting for six minutes,
reloading and aiming at the Americans, even
as they identify themselves as friendly forces.
After a “not guilty” plea, the Jordanian soldier,
1st Sgt Marik Al-Tuwayha, was tried by a mili-
tary court in Jordan’s capital of Amman for the
killings of Staff Sgt Matthew C Lewellen, 27, of
Kirksville, Missouri; Staff Sgt Kevin J McEnroe,
30, of Tucson, Arizona; and Staff Sgt James F
Moriarty, 27, of Kerrville, Texas.

During the monthlong trial, he watched the
proceedings silently while standing in a cage in
the courtroom. He did not react yesterday
when the judge announced the verdict and
the maximum possible sentence, life in prison
with hard labor. When he was led out of the
cage, he said: “I have all the respect for the
king, but I was doing my job.”

‘Take the pain away’ 
Relatives of two of the US soldiers sat quiet-

ly as the judge read the ruling. Charles
Lewellen, 53, whose son was killed, later told
The Associated Press that the verdict “won’t
take the pain away,” but that it proved “what
we have been saying all along ... that he mur-
dered our sons.” Some of the relatives criticized
Jordan’s handling of the case and said the
defendant should have received the death
penalty. Jordan allows the death penalty, but it
is usually handed down in terrorism cases or in
a murder coupled with another crime.

The Americans were killed Nov 4, as their

convoy waited at the gate to the Al-Jafr base in
southern Jordan. Jordan initially said the
Americans triggered the shooting by disobey-
ing entry rules, a claim that was later with-
drawn. The trial “confirmed that the deceased
US service members followed all established
procedures when accessing the base the day of
the incident, as we have noted before,” the US
Embassy in Jordan said. “We are reassured to
see the perpetrator brought to justice.”

Jordan is a member of a US-led coalition
fighting Islamic State group extremists in
neighboring Syria and Iraq. Jordan hosts
troops, including trainers, from the US and oth-
er countries as part of the anti-IS battle. At the
trial, Al-Tuwayha and some of the gate guards
testified they heard what might have been a
pistol shot coming from the direction of the US
convoy. Al-Tuwayha said he opened fire
because he feared the base was under attack.
Other guards said they held their fire because
they couldn’t determine the source of the
sound. Al-Tuwayha has said he had “no inten-

tion of killing anyone” and felt no resentment
toward Americans.

Friendly forces 
According to the surveillance video

described by the relatives, Lewellen and
McEnroe were the first to be hit by gunfire.
Moriarty and another soldier jumped out of
their cars to take cover and returned fire from
their pistols, according to the descriptions of
the video. They yelled that they were friendly
forces, the relatives said. The defendant kept
shooting, they said. He was seriously wounded
in the exchange. The video was shown to the
family by US law enforcement, but has not
been released to the public. Some of the rela-
tives have questioned why the video was not
screened at the trial and why the court did not
ask a surviving US soldier to testify, despite
what they said was his willingness to do so.

Moriarty’s father, Jim, wrote in a letter
Monday to the Jordanian Embassy in the US
that the “successful prosecution” was a “good

first step, but it is only the first step.” In the let-
ter, a copy of which was given to the AP,
Moriarty listed several demands to Jordan.
These included allowing the defendant to be
re-interviewed by the FBI about his motive and
releasing the security video to the families.
Moriarty, a lawyer, said the video had been
entered into evidence at the trial.

Cynthia Lewellen, 53, the mother of
Matthew Lewellen, expressed sympathy for all
those affected by the shooting, including the
family of the defendant. “In this verdict, nobody
comes out happy,” she said. “I mean for us as
losing our sons and knowing the man that
killed him will spend 20 years in prison, but also
for his family that because of his actions ... lost a
father, a husband, a provider.” In Jordan, life in
prison can mean 20 years, with time off for
good behavior. Defense lawyer Subhi al-Mawas
said he would appeal Monday’s court ruling.
Earlier this year, a Jordanian soldier who killed
seven Israeli schoolgirls in a 1997 shooting ram-
page was released after 20 years. — AP 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump,
fresh from a political holiday in Paris, went
back on the offensive Sunday as a new poll
showed his popularity dropping amid doubts
about Russian election meddling and deepen-
ing frustrations over stalled health care legisla-
tion. In an early morning tweet, Trump used
some of his toughest language against a
favored target, the press, saying: “With all of its
phony unnamed sources & highly slanted &
even fraudulent reporting, #Fake News is DIS-
TORTING DEMOCRACY in our country!” 

Trump also sent one of his private lawyers,
Jay Sekulow, onto five Sunday talk shows to
argue that there was nothing illegal about his
eldest son Donald Trump Jr.’s meeting last year
with a Russian attorney following a promise of
damaging information on Democratic rival
Hillary Clinton. “What took place at the meet-
ing... is not a violation of any law, statute or
code,” Sekulow told NBC’s “Meet the Press.” He
repeated an earlier assertion that Trump is not
the subject of any current investigation into
alleged Russian efforts to tilt last year’s elec-
tion in the Republican’s favor.

The concerted pushback came as a
Washington Post-ABC News poll near the six-
month point in Trump’s administration showed
him facing significantly declining approval rat-

ings, down from 42 percent in April to 36 per-
cent today. Similarly, the president’s disap-
proval rating has jumped five points to 58 per-
cent, according to the survey of 1,001 adults.

Trump responded to the poll in a tweet,
saying: “The ABC/Washington Post Poll, even
though almost 40% is not bad at this time, was
just about the most inaccurate poll around
election time!” Nearly half of respondents —
48 percent-said they “disapprove strongly” of
the president’s performance in office, a low
level never reached by ex-presidents Bill
Clinton or Barack Obama, both Democrats, and
reached only once by George W. Bush, during
his second term.

And 48 percent said they saw American
global leadership weakening since Trump
entered the White House, while 27 percent
said it is stronger. 

That would seem to show mixed results,
at best, from a series of high-profile foreign
visits by Trump, including to Saudi Arabia
and to a Group of 20 meeting in Germany,
where he met with Russian President
Vladimir Putin.  Trump’s Bastille Day visit to
Paris came a day after the poll ended. Two
thirds of respondents said they do not trust
Trump, or trust him only somewhat, in nego-
tiating with foreign leaders. — AFP

Trump back on offensive 

after brief respite in Paris

VIJFHUIZEN: Three years after Flight MH17 was
shot down by a missile over war-torn Ukraine,
nearly 2,000 relatives gathered yesterday to
unveil a “living memorial” to their loved ones. A
total of 298 trees have been planted in the shape
of a green ribbon, one for each of the victims
who died on board the Malaysia Airlines flight en
route from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur.

Dutch King Willem-Alexander and Queen
Maxima joined government and international
officials at a solemn ceremony to dedicate the
memorial in the park of Vijfhuizen, close to
Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport, where the flight
took off from on July 17, 2014.

The names of all the 298 passengers and
crew killed in the disaster were read out by their
emotional families, and the Dutch royals and
others laid flowers.

While most of the victims were Dutch, there
were 10 nationalities on board including
Australians, Britons, Malaysians and Indonesians.
“It’s three years to the day that MH17 was shot
down in mid-air,” said Evert van Zijtveld, the head
of association of the victims’ families. “But for us
it was yesterday. That day... left a void in our lives.
There is a life before and after July 17, 2014.

“These victims can never be forgotten,” he
said. “This monument is for now and for future

generations.” “A tree symbolizes ‘hope’ and
‘future’ in many cultures,” the victims’ families
association said in a statement. “We not only
want to honor the MH17 victims, but also want
to create a place where everyone can keep their
memories of the 298 passengers alive.” Funded
by donations, the project was designed by artist
Ronald A.  Westerhuis and landscape architect
Robbert de Koning after it was chosen out of
three proposals by relatives in late 2015.

‘Never forget’ 
As the third anniversary of the tragedy

dawns, no suspects have been arrested although
it was announced this month that any trials
would be held in The Netherlands. About 100
people are wanted in connection with the disas-
ter, after Dutch-led investigators concluded the
plane was shot down by a Russian-made BUK
missile transported from Russia into areas held
by pro-Moscow rebels. In Kiev, Ukrainian
President Petro Poroshenko yesterday insisted
Moscow must be held to account over the
tragedy. “It was a barefaced crime that could
have been avoided if not for the Russian aggres-
sion, Russian system and Russian missile that
came from Russian territory,” Poroshenko wrote
on Facebook. 

Russia and the separatist authorities it sup-
ports, however, continue to deny any involve-
ment and have sought repeatedly to deflect the
blame onto Ukraine. UN Secretary General
Antonio Guterres said in a statement his
thoughts were with the victims’ families and
urged “all states to cooperate fully with efforts to
establish accountability” for the incident.

Sunflowers 
The trees in the memorial will be surrounded

by sunflowers, which bloom in July, and will
“radiate a golden glow”, the foundation said. The
flowers also represent “the sunflower fields in
eastern Ukraine where some parts of the plane
wreckage were found”. Each of the trees bears
the name of one of the victims. And at the heart
of the forest of 11 different tree varieties is a
steel memorial shaped like an eye, turned
upwards looking at the skies.

One apple tree has been dedicated to 16-
year-old Gary, from Rotterdam, whose body
has still not yet been identified. “It’s nice to
think that he has a tree, since we have not
received his body. We don’t want Gary to be
forgotten. We don’t want any of the 298 victims
to be forgotten,” his father, Jan Slok, told the
daily AD newspaper. — AFP

On third anniversary of MH17, 

families unveil ‘living memorial’


