
Death row inmates sue 
to halt execution spree

WASHINGTON: Death row inmates in Arkansas filed a law-
suit Tuesday to contest the US state’s plan to end their lives
over a shortened period of just 10 days. The state’s
Republican Governor Asa Hutchinson has stirred intense
controversy since announcing the executions of eight men
in 10 days, citing shortages of a drug used in lethal injec-
tions. The inmates said the accelerated schedule did not
give them enough time to prepare their appeals, adding
that the shortened timeframe violated Arkansas rules.
“Each plaintiff named in this suit has suffered irreparable
injury on account of the frantic execution schedule sought
by the state,” six of the eight men concerned wrote in their
complaint. “Not only has Arkansas’s rush to execute eight
plaintiffs over the course of ten days forced the state to vio-
late its own mandatory procedures for clemency review,
but it has necessarily undermined each plaintiff’s individ-
ual opportunity to advocate for mercy.” 

Ireland must loosen 
‘strict abortion laws’ 

DUBLIN: Ireland must loosen its strict abortion laws
and replace them with a regime more respectful to
women’s rights, the Council of Europe’s human rights
commissioner said yesterday. Rules on terminating a
pregnancy in once stridently Catholic Ireland are
among the world’s most restrictive and a referendum
on widening access could be held if a citizens’ assem-
bly set up by government recommends it in a decision
expected next month. At present, terminations are
allowed only if a mother’s life is in danger, after a total
ban was lifted in 2013, a provision Commissioner Nils
Muiznieks said still has a “chilling” effect on doctors
who must decide who meets restrictive requirements.
The Council, not part of the European Union, is a pan-
European body concerned primarily with the region’s
human rights. “It’s an unjust regime because it doesn’t
actually affect the number of abortions. 
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‘Sanctuary city’ cuts could 
risk safety US police warn

WASHINGTON: Leaders of the largest police union in the
United States have warned President Donald Trump that
he could endanger public safety if he follows through with
cuts in federal grants to immigrant “sanctuary cities,” the
union’s director told Reuters after a White House meeting.
In a move that concerned the Fraternal Order of Police, one
of Trump’s  biggest supporters in the 2016 election cam-
paign, US Attorney General Jeff Sessions said on Monday
that the Justice Department would restrict grants to juris-
dictions that do not cooperate with federal immigration
authorities. Sanctuary cities, such as San Francisco and
New York, refuse to cooperate sometimes by not notifying
Department of Homeland Security agents when illegal
immigrants are being released from incarceration. Dozens
of local governments and cities have joined a “sanctuary”
movement aimed at protecting immigrants.

Pakistani court bars the 
extradition of US citizen 

ISLAMABAD: A Pakistani court has temporarily barred
the extradition of a US citizen of Pakistani origin who is
accused of planning a terrorist attack in New York, a
lawyer said yesterday. Justice Shaukat Aziz Siddiqui of
Islamabad High Court suspended the extradition order
against Talha Haroon, 19, who is currently jailed in
Rawalpindi pending his repatriation. Lawyer Tariq
Asad, who petitioned the Islamabad High Court
against the order, said he had won a stay. Siddiqui also
summoned officials from the interior ministry for the
next court hearing on April 11, according to an order
seen by AFP. “The allegation was that he was planning
an armed operation against a public place in New York
with IS,” Asad said, referring to the Islamic State group.
He said Haroon had returned from the US to Pakistan
more than a year ago. 

Nigeria’s president acts 
to fill vacant ministries 

ABUJA: Nigeria’s President Muhammadu Buhari has sub-
mitted the names of two ministerial nominees to the
Senate, the upper house said yesterday, moving to reassert
his authority after returning from seven weeks of medical
leave. Buhari nominated Stephen Ocheni, of Kogi state and
Suleiman Hassan from Gombe state, to fill the vacant labor
and environment ministries, said the Senate on its official
Twitter account. They were the first major political appoint-
ments since the ailing president returned from Britain on
March 10 following medical leave for an unspecified illness.
Since then, he has worked only a handful of hours each
day. Nigerian law makes it mandatory for a minister to be
appointed from each of the country’s 36 states. The role of
minister of environment was left open earlier this year after
Amina Mohammed, from Gombe, became the United
Nations’ deputy secretary-general. The former minister of
labor - James Ocholi, from Kogi - died in a car crash a year
ago and the position has since remained vacant. 

Philippines, China to hold 
direct talks amid sea row

MANILA: China and the Philippines will hold direct
talks on their maritime dispute in May, Filipino officials
said yesterday, as President Rodrigo Duterte seeks
stronger economic ties with Beijing. Last year a United
Nations-backed international tribunal rejected Beijing’s
claims to most of the South China Sea, including dis-
puted areas close to the coasts of its neighbors. But
Duterte, elected last year, has played down that ruling
and pushed for rapprochement with China as he seeks
billions of dollars in trade and investment from it. China
this week offered to host a meeting in May of a “bilater-
al consultation mechanism” to tackle issues related to
the sea row, the Philippine foreign department said.
“This is a new proposal, a bilateral consultation mecha-
nism specifically on the South China Sea,” spokesman
Charles Jose told reporters. China rejects the tribunal’s
ruling and asserts sovereignty over almost all of the
South China Sea, despite partial counter-claims from
Brunei, Taiwan, Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam. 

US President Donald Trump holds up a pen he used to
sign one of various bills in the Roosevelt Room of the
White House in Washington.  — AP 
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MLADENOVAC: He campaigns in a Borat-style white suit,
sports a samurai-style ponytail and hipster beard, touts a
manifesto studded with lunatic pledges and uses a
made-up name that mocks politics as the circus of greed.
But in his jokey bid to become Serbia’s next president,
Luka Maksimovic, a 25-year-old satirist, has caused many
not just to laugh but also reflect on their nation’s trou-
bled political scene and generational gap. Some opinion
polls even place the young showman second for
Sunday’s vote, ahead of a string of veteran politicians.

Maksimovic, a media and communication student,
chose the name of Ljubisa Preletacevic-nicknamed “Beli”
(White) — as the fictitious moniker for his candidate.
Preletacevic punningly means someone who effortlessly
switches loyalty-a jab at the notorious fickleness of
Serbian politics. His key electoral pledge is naked self-
interest: “To steal for  myself, but also to give something
to the people.”

Serbian Borat?
His campaign video-viewed more than 750,000 times

in its first week-shows him dressed in white, riding a
white horse and hailing fans while standing in an outdat-
ed open-top Mercedes, a posture reminiscent of Borat,

the outrageous figure created by British comedian Sacha
Baron Cohen. “We will get 16 wages, we will build three-
storey houses, there will be no war,” sing tight-trousered

performers. On a recent campaign appearance in
Mladenovac, Maksimovic’s home town outside Belgrade,
“Beli” was mobbed.

“Mr President, I just want to shake your hand and say
hello,” a thrilled man in his 50s told the beaming candi-
date. “We came from Belgrade just to meet you,” a mid-
dle-aged woman shouted from her car. Preletacevic went
over to shake hands. “Hit it hard!” he declared, using his
movement’s slogan. Centre-right Prime Minister
Aleksandar Vucic is the frontrunner in Sunday’s vote and
may win by a clear majority in the first round, surveys
show. But, driven by deep-seated scorn at mainstream
politics and curiosity at his tongue-in-cheek stance,
many voters seem to be giving “Beli” a favourable look.

Some opinion polls place him second, ahead of for-
mer ombudsman Sasa Jankovic and ex-foreign minister
Vuk Jeremic, deemed Vucic’s most serious challengers.
Maksimovic’s foray into politics began as a joke, when he
and a bunch of friends made a video mocking Serbia’s
politicians for corruption and greed. Last year, he led a
group of fellow pranksters to a surprise success in a local
election, coming second after Vucic’s Serbian Progressive
Party (SNS). Ten months later, they took on the biggest
prize of all: the presidency.  —AFP 

MLADENOVAC: Presidential candidate, Luka
Maksimovic also known as Beli, a 25-year-old satirist,
poses in front of a mural depicting himself in the
Serbian town of Mladenovac. — AFP 

Satirist shakes up Serbia presidential vote

PARIS: Former French Prime Minister
Manuel Valls said yesterday he would vote
for Emmanuel Macron in the presidential
election, the biggest Socialist Party name
to date to turn his back on its official candi-
date and support the centrist instead.
While it was not clear if the defection
would benefit poll favorite Macron, who
politely thanked Valls, it prompted angry
responses from many Socialists and media
speculation about the survival of the
largest left-wing party.  

Valls, whose announcement came days
after veteran Socialist defense minister
Jean-Yves Le Drian deserted to Macron,
said he wanted to do all he could to ensure
that far-right leader Marine Le Pen, second-
placed in opinion polls, did not win power.
“I’m not going to take any risks,” Valls said,
adding that he believed Le Pen’s score
potential was seriously underrated. “I will
vote for Emmanuel Macron,” he told BFM
TV. French opinion polls show Macron win-
ning the presidency in a second-round
vote on May 7 where he would face off
against Le Pen. They show Socialist Benoit
Hamon set for a humiliating fifth place in
the first round eliminator on April 23.

Hamon denounced Valls’ defection and
called on all left-wingers to unite behind
him 25 days from round one of the elec-
tion. “I urge you to sanction those who’ve
started this morbid game...those who no
longer believe in anything,” he said in a
statement. Valls said his choice did not
mean he would campaign for 39-year-old

Macron-a fellow minister in President
Francois Hollande’s government from 2014,
but who quit last year to prepare a presi-
dential bid under his own political banner
En Marche! (Onwards!).

Valls, who lost to radical left-winger
Hamon in the Socialist primaries, is seen by
political sources and experts as likely to
wait in the wings and seek to build a
reformist parliamentary force that would
be distinct from En Marche!, but which

could get a say in its parliamentary majori-
ty should Macron become president. “I
have nothing to negotiate and am not ask-
ing for anything, I’m not joining his camp,”
Valls said. “But nothing will be the same
after this presidential election...the duty of
reformists is to play their part in a govern-
ing parliamentary majority.”

Macron, who has drawn support from
the political right as well as left, was also
quick to say he did not plan to bring Valls

into his government. “I shall be the guaran-
tor of new faces, new ways of doing things,”
he said on Europe 1 Radio. The news came
a day after third-placed candidate Francois
Fillon, under formal judicial investigation
on suspicion of financial impropriety, suf-
fered a further blow when his British wife
Penelope was put under formal investiga-
tion as well. The inquiry centers on allega-
tions that the couple misused hundreds of
thousands of euros in public funds, with
him paying her a lavish tax-funded salary
for minimal work as his parliamentary assis-
tant. Francois Fillon has conceded what he
called errors of judgment but denies doing
anything illegal.

‘No Honor’
Valls’ endorsement is a mixed blessing

for Macron, even though their political
views are not far apart. For many Socialists,
and above all candidate Hamon, Valls’ deci-
sion comes from a man who represents
Hollande’s rightward turn during his five-
year mandate towards the business-friend-
ly reforms that upset the left and alienated
core voters. The blow for Hamon clearly
compounded existing left-right splits with-
in the party. “Everybody now knows what a
commitment signed by a man like Manuel
Valls is worth,” Arnaud Montebourg, a more
hardline leftist in the Socialist Party, said on
Twitter. “You don’t smash the table when
you have a family dispute,” said Francois
Kalfon, another hardliner. “Manuel Valls is
digging his own grave.”— Reuters

French Socialist candidate bruised 
as ex-PM Valls defects to Macron

Valls defection angers candidate Hamon

ALGER: File photo shows French Prime minister Manuel Valls (right) talking with his
Economy and Industry Minister Emmanuel Macron during the opening of the 3rd
forum on partnerships between France and Algeria in Algiers. — AFP 

OAKLAND: The similarities between two
deadly Oakland fires that occurred nearly
four months apart are striking: Each
involved a dangerously dilapidated build-
ing with an absentee landlord and renters
desperate for affordable housing in the
expensive San Francisco Bay Area. The fire
Monday at a building for recovering addicts
and people who had been homeless
occurred despite promises by city officials
to crack down on substandard housing
after 36 partygoers died in December at a
warehouse known as the Ghost Ship that
had been illegally converted into live and
work spaces for artists. 

“Both buildings were incredibly problem-
atic and had a lot of legal issues,” Mayor
Libby Schaaf said Tuesday. Four people died
in the latest fire, which occurred three days
after city building inspectors found multiple
fire code violations, including inoperable
sprinklers and alarms, at the building that
housed about 80 people.

Officials also noted a lack of fire extin-
guishers and overloaded electrical cords
during the inspection that was prompted by
a referral from firefighters who responded to
an unspecified call in February. The owner
was given 30 days to correct the problems.
Authorities have not determined a cause for
the spectacular blaze that lit up the night
sky. Firefighters made a number of dramatic
rescues and initially believed only one per-
son had perished.  The number grew to four
and authorities so far have identified two
victims: Cassandra Robertson, 50, and
Edwarn Anderson, 64.

The building, where many residents did
not have their own kitchens, had been the
target of 20 complaints to the city building
department over the past 10 years. One
involved a floor that was caving in because
of badly leaking pipes. Others in the last
year cited broken smoke detectors and no
heat.  Residents described a filthy place
where maintenance was neglected and
trash piled up.  “It was a rough place to live,”
said 26-year-old Ruben Deon Mitchell Jr.
“There was a lot of trash and noise.” Kirsten
Evans, 52, said she paid $1,100 a month for
a small studio without a kitchen. She moved
in three years ago after she was evicted
from an apartment where her landlord
planned to dramatically raise her rent. The
building’s owner, Keith Kim, and his attor-
ney did not respond to repeated calls
requesting comment.

Kim owns numerous properties in the
San Francisco Bay Area but had largely
turned over management of the building

that burned to Urojas Community Center,
run by Pastor Jasper Lowery.  Residents were
caught in the middle of a dispute between
Kim and the center after Kim sought to evict
Urojas in the wake of the Ghost Ship fire.
Lowery did not respond to requests for com-
ment Tuesday. The building is supposed to
be inspected annually, but the city didn’t
provide any documents showing whether
fire marshals had been there before Friday.
The East Bay Times reported that officials
appear to have inspected it in 2015 with an
unspecified outcome.  The Ghost Ship ware-
house that burned Dec. 2 also was the target
of public safety warnings in the months
before the fire.

City records show its residents relied on
makeshift electrical hookups while visitors
and neighbors lodged numerous com-
plaints of unsafe conditions.  Records
showed that city inspectors had knocked on
the warehouse door a few times, but none
had stepped inside for at least 30 years. Days
after the Ghost Ship fire, the mayor vowed
to streamline communications to keep
buildings such as the Ghost Ship from slip-
ping through the cracks when problems are
reported.  Schaaf told The Associated Press
that those internal communications appear
to have improved. —AP 

Similarities strike between 
two deadly Oakland fires

OAKLAND: Sheets of linen are seen tied
together hanging from a window to
form an escape ladder at the site of a
four alarm apartment fire in Oakland,
Calif. — AP 

MONTEPUEZ: A geologist at the Gemfields Ruby mine performs the final stage
of the sorting process in Montepuez, Mozambique. — AFP 

MONTEPUEZ: The stakes are high in
Montepuez where the discovery of
rubies has led to violence among miners
that has turned the northern town into
what some describe as Mozambique’s
own version of the Wild West. Discovery
of the red gemstone in 2009 sparked a
“ruby rush”, with thousands of miners
arriving to seek their fortune, but often
finding only grim conditions, conflict
and danger. “We have a lot of foreigners
who come from a lot of countries to look
for rubies,” Tania Mabota, chief medical
officer of Montepuez Hospital said.

“There’s conflict for territory because
it’s a means of subsistence for the arti-
sanal miners,” she added. “One stone is
enough for a person to be attacked.”
The rubies attract informal-also referred
to as ar tisanal-miners from
Mozambique, Tanzania, Nigeria and
other nations, whose work is illegal,
unlike legitimate companies. A cohort
of gem traffickers has also arrived to
trade in the stones.  Treating a dozen
cases of injuries a month and the occa-
sional death, the hospital finds itself on
the front line of a turf war between
gangs of illegal miners.  

“Miners are killing one another for
the gems,” said Montepuez district
administrator Etelvina Fevereiro.”We
have organized crime, armed attacks
and trafficking of all kinds of drugs from
cocaine to hashish,” Fevereiro said. Police
in February rounded up 3,672 illegal
miners, more than two-thirds of them
clandestine migrants. “The operation is

very important because of the levels of
disorder and anarchy,” said journalist
and commentator Fernando Lima. “The
situation there is just like in a Wild West
movie.” The rush that has engulfed the
remote region, 1,650 kilometers north of
the capital, started six years ago.

Discovery of the century 
Rubies were discovered when a local

woodcutter picked up a stone, which
was passed on for expert analysis.
“Mozambique didn’t realize it was sitting
on such an amazing resource,” said Pia
Tonna, marketing and sales director with
British firm Gemfields, the biggest of
several mining companies operating in
the area. Producing nearly 40 percent of
rubies sold on the world market last
year, Mozambique has become one of
the world’s leading sources. The African
ruby is now seen as an alternative to the
highly prized Myanmar ruby.

Gemfields says it is proud to be sup-
plying rubies mined “responsibly” and
“ethically” and to share its profits with
locals. “Bringing those rubies to the mar-
ket on an international platform, realiz-
ing the true value of that product, is
only going to help the country,” said
Tonna. “It’s going to help the country as
a whole, that means you get more
schools, more infrastructure.” But some
locals say they have enjoyed no benefits,
believing instead that they were robbed
of their livelihoods and claim they were
violently removed from mining territory
allocated to large operators. — AFP 

Ruby rush brings gangland 
turf war to Mozambique


