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BRUSSELS: Catalonia’s sacked separatist leader Carles
Puigdemont yesterday denounced Spain as an undemocrat-
ic country that “unjustly” jailed his colleagues, his first reac-
tion since he was freed on bail in Belgium. Puigdemont and
four former ministers were released with conditions Sunday
night after turning themselves in to Belgian authorities to
face a Spanish warrant for their arrest on charges of rebel-
lion and sedition. 

“Released without bail. Our thoughts are with colleagues
unjustly imprisoned by a state that is far from democratic
norms,” Puigdemont said on Twitter hours after the five
were released. A Spanish judge in Madrid had on Thursday
put Puigdemont’s deputy
and seven other deposed
regional ministers behind
bars because of a risk they
would flee.  

Belgium’s Foreign
Minister Didier Reynders
insisted it was a legal mat-
ter and not one for politi-
cians to deal with, despite
recent criticism of Spain
from some Flemish sepa-
ratist members of his own
government.  “We must let
the Belgian and Spanish
courts do their work,”
Reynders told his country’s media. Puigdemont and his allies
escaped to Belgium a week ago after Spain dismissed the
Catalan executive and imposed direct rule on the semi-
autonomous region following the declaration of independ-
ence by the parliament there last month.

Surrendered to justice
Spain issued European arrest warrants on Friday after

Puigdemont and his allies ignored a summons to appear
before a judge on allegations linked to the move to declare
Catalonia an independent state. Puigdemont’s PDeCAT par-

ty said Sunday that he had turned himself in to show his
“willingness not to flee from the judicial process but to
defend himself in a fair and impartial process, which is pos-
sible in Belgium, and highly doubtful in Spain”. 

The next court hearing will be in the following 15 days.
Belgium has up to 60 days to decide whether to send the
Catalans back to Spain. Puigdemont, who still describes
himself as Catalonia’s “president,” has also said he is willing
to run as a candidate in the December 21 regional election
called by Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy to “restore normali-
ty” to Catalonia.

Puigdemont has said he and his colleagues-Meritxell
Serret, Antoni Comin, Lluis
Puig and Clara Ponsati-
would cooperate with the
Belgian authorities, some
of whom are sympathetic
to the ousted Catalan
leaders. “In Belgium they
release us without bail,
while in Spain we would
be jailed,” Serret said on
Twitter. Puigdemont
admitted last week that he
had gone to Belgium partly
in a bid to take the Catalan
issue to the heart of the
European Union, which

has so far backed Madrid over the crisis.

Belgian tensions
But the case has caused tensions both between Belgium

and Madrid, as well as within the government of Belgium, a
country divided between French- and Flemish-speaking
populations. Belgian Interior Minister Jan Jambon, a mem-
ber of the Flemish separatist N-VA party, questioned why
the EU has failed to denounce the harsh crackdown by one
of its 28 member states. “I see there is a deafening silence
everywhere,” Jambon told Flemish VRT television Sunday,

referring to Spain’s jailing separatist leaders and clubbing
“peaceful people” who voted in a banned October 1 inde-
pendence referendum.  

He accused the EU of double standards by taking legal action
against the right-wing governments of Poland and Hungary for

allegedly defying democratic norms. Puigdemont, 54, insists that
Catalonia earned the right to declare independence following
the referendum and has described his detained colleagues
as “political prisoners”. On Sunday, protesters in Catalan
cities took to the streets to demand their release. —AFP
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Melania learns calligraphy 
TOKYO: US first lady Melania Trump tried her hand
yesterday at Japanese calligraphy at a Tokyo elemen-
tary school. She visited the Kyobashi Tsukiji School
with her Japanese counterpart, Akie Abe. About 300
children welcomed them with a school song. Trump
wrote the first character of the Japanese word for
“peace,” as Abe wrote the second.  After Trump’s first
stroke, a girl student sitting next to her advised her to
hold the brush vertically and explained the order of the
strokes. “Yes?” Trump asked later as she turned to her
instructor. The student gave a nod of approval, smiling.
The two first ladies, both wearing navy blue dresses,
posed for photos, shook hands and exchanged high
fives with the school children. The children were shy at
first, but as Trump lowered herself and greeted them,
many hands rose up, trying to hold her hands. School
principal Takefumi Ukitsu said the school was chosen
for the visit because it picked America as part of a
study project for Tokyo’s 2020 Olympics.  

7 dismembered bodies 
CHILPANCINGO: Seven charred and dismembered
corpses were found Sunday inside garbage bags on a
dirt road in a southeastern Mexican town disputed by
opium gum dealers, regional authorities said.  Chilapa,
home to some 120,000 people, lies in a mountain
region in the state of Guerrero where opium poppies
are grown and drug cartels fight for control of heroin
trafficking. Regional security authority spokesman
Roberto Alvarez said criminal gangs are engaged in
turf wars to dominant the trade of opium gum, which is
extracted from the bulbs of poppies to develop heroin.
Earlier this year Mexican police made the grisly dis-
covery of six decapitated bodies in the region as well
as the corpses of four more men in Chilapa. The town
is a violent hotspot situated just 38 kilometers from
Ayotzinapa, home to the teacher training college
attended by 43 students who disappeared at the hands
of corrupt police in 2014. 

Men’s club bends rules 
LONDON: An exclusive London gentlemen’s club is
set to have the first female member in its 149-year his-
tory-because a current member is having a sex
change, The Daily Telegraph reported. The paper
quoted Savile Club member Jerry Hayes, a former MP,
saying that a fellow unidentified club associate who is
in his 30s, married and has two children, was transi-
tioning to become a woman. “It would be unfair for a
terrific friendly guy to expel him from the club just
because he’s become a woman. That was never consid-
ered,” Hayes said.  “The rule is no woman can apply to
join the Savile Club. This is not at all setting a prece-
dent for who can become a member because this indi-
vidual applied to join as a man,” he was quoted as say-
ing. The Savile Club, in the exclusive Mayfair district of
the British capital, was founded in 1868. 

Charlie Hebdo death threats 
PARIS: French satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo said yes-
terday it was pressing charges after receiving fresh
death threats over a cartoon of the Islamic scholar
Tariq Ramadan who faces rape allegations. The
provocative magazine suffered a deadly attack in 2015
after publishing cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed
(PBUH) The Swiss academic, an Oxford professor and
conservative Islamic intellectual in France, has been
accused of rape by two women after the Harvey
Weinstein scandal unleashed a wave of sexual abuse
accusations worldwide. Ramadan, 55, has furiously
denied the accusations as a “campaign of lies launched
by my adversaries”. “Rape,” reads the caption on
Charlie Hebdo’s cover. “The defense of Tariq
Ramadan.” 

Police hone 
tactics to quell 
violence at 
hate-fueled rallies
SHELBYVILLE: Snipers perched on
rooftops. Police helicopters and drones
hovered overhead. Officers in riot gear
lined the streets. White nationalists and
counter-protesters screamed at each other
from fenced-off pens, but the tactics
employed by law enforcement at the
“White Lives Matter” rally last month in
Tennessee may have prevented the kind of
mayhem that had erupted at earlier rallies
in other states.

Several weeks prior, police in Richmond,
Virginia, banned bats, bricks, flag poles
and any other items that potentially could
be used as weapons at a rally held by a
Confederate heritage group.  Police in
Berkeley, California, employed similar tac-
tics this year after a hands-off approach
failed to prevent a series of violent clashes.
At the heart of the changes is a determina-
tion to prevent a repeat of the bloodshed
resulting from a white nationalist rally in
Charlottesville, Virginia, in August, when a
woman was struck and killed by a car that
plowed into a group of counter-protesters.

Since then, law enforcement agencies
around the country are honing their
responses to an increasing number of ral-
lies held by far-right groups, trying to bal-
ance free-speech rights with public safety.
They also are comparing notes to see what
tactics work best in different circum-
stances. Preparing for a speech by white
nationalist Richard Spencer on its campus
last month, the University of Florida sent a
contingent of police officers to Berkeley to
learn from the city’s experiences.

“We have to be the mediator (for) peo-
ple’s ability to have free speech. But ... what
we took away from Berkeley was to act
quickly if something violent arose,” said
University of Florida Police Chief Linda

Stump-Kurnick. Josh Bronson, training
director for the International Association
of Campus Law Enforcement
Administrators, began developing a new
training program for campus police within
days of the Charlottesville violence. One of
Bronson’s primary messages is that meet-
ing with group leaders on opposing sides
of the barricades - before the rallies even
begin - can help police avoid violence.

“The more communication that occurs,
the more positive the outcome,” he said. At
the “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville
on Aug 12, white nationalists and counter-
protesters converged at an intersection
that remained unblocked by barriers or
police tape.  Officers largely stood and
watched as people threw punches, beat
each other with clubs, set off smoke bombs
and unleashed chemical spray. The
response led to reports that officials had
given an explicit “stand-down” order not
to intervene, something authorities have
vehemently denied. 

Charlottesville Police Chief Al Thomas
said white nationalists didn’t comply with a
security plan that police had devised to
keep them separated from counter-pro-
testers. Virginia’s governor and other offi-
cials defended the response, saying police
had to show restraint because the crowd
was heavily armed. A consultant hired by
the state to review the day’s events, how-
ever, issued a preliminary report last month
that said the city “placed minimal/no
restrictions on the demonstrators.” It also
found that many recommendations the
state made to the city ahead of the event
“were not accepted.”

The police response in Richmond,
Virginia, was strikingly different about a
month later, when an out-of-state
Confederate heritage group announced
plans for a rally there in September.
Virginia allows residents to openly carry
guns, but Richmond police banned other
items that could be used as weapons,
including bats, bricks and flag poles. The
department also implemented parking
restrictions and road closures and used
public works trucks as barricades to keep
vehicles out of pedestrian areas.

Police Chief Alfred Durham said authori-

ties had learned from Charlottesville and
would quickly step in to break up any vio-
lence. “We will not allow things to get out of
hand,” Durham said before the rally, where
seven people were arrested but nobody was
injured. The list of items banned from last
month’s rally in Shelbyville, Tennessee,
included weapons, bottles, backpacks, purs-
es, masks, sticks and poles. A new
Tennessee law enacted this year at the
behest of the National Rifle Association
prohibits local governments from banning
people with state-issued handgun carry
permits from being armed at any site that
does not screen with metal detectors. 

To comply with that law while trying to
ensure public safety, officials herded white

nationalists and counter-protesters
through airport-like security checkpoints
manned by an officer with a handheld met-
al detector. White nationalist blogger Brad
Griffin, who helped organize the rally, said
the measures delayed the event’s start by
more than an hour but probably prevented
violence. “I’m not going to complain,”
Griffin said. “I’d much rather have to deal
with that than what we did in
Charlottesville.”

Only minor skirmishes were reported on
the University of Florida’s Gainesville cam-
pus when Spencer spoke there last month.
But three of his supporters were arrested
on attempted-murder charges after an off-
campus shooting later that day. —AP

Russian meddling: 
Should tech giants 
have known? 
NEW YORK: There were signs, some say telltale signs, of
Russians using social media to meddle in last year’s US
elections long before tech companies wised up to it. Red
flags included payments in rubles for ads on hot-button,
divisive issues targeted at Americans. It wasn’t until late
September, nearly a year after the elections, that Facebook
disclosed that it found Russia-linked ads on its service.
Twitter and Google followed. Could Facebook and other
tech giants have caught the abuse earlier? Here’s the case
for and against:

It took too long
These companies have very smart people working for

them, all tasked not just with building new features but
ensuring that existing ones work. Could Facebook, Google
and Twitter really not foresee - and when it was actually
happening, simply see - that Russian government-spon-
sored agents were posting from fake accounts and buying
political ads using little-known payments providers?
Could they have asked themselves why a legitimate adver-
tiser from Russia would feel the need to target Americans
on issues such as gun control and race? Or promote pro-
and anti-Trump protests in American cities?

Facebook has said that it focused on more traditional
threats, such as hacking, early on.  Then, its attention
turned to fake news and propaganda, but not before CEO
Mark Zuckerberg dismissed as “pretty crazy” the idea that
false news on the company’s service influenced the out-
come of the elections. He later apologized, but the now-
memorable quip shows the kind of self-assured attitude
that often gets the company in trouble. This spring,
Facebook disclosed that foreign nation-states and non-
state actors were using its service for malicious activity
related to the elections. It did not directly name Russia at
the time, already five months since the elections.

In a memorable, mostly one-sided exchange with top
lawyers from the companies, Democratic Sen. Al Franken
of Minnesota offered this exasperated point: “People are
buying ads on your platform with rubles. They are political
ads. You put billions of data points together all the time,
that’s what I hear that these platforms do. They are the
most sophisticated things invented by man, ever. Google
has all knowledge that man has ever developed. You can’t
put together rubles with a political ad and go like, ‘Hmmm,
those data points spell out something pretty bad.” 

Jonathan Albright, director of research at the Tow
Center for Digital Journalism at Columbia University, said
tech companies like Facebook “didn’t act proactively.” The
company’s business model is giving companies access to
“real people. Albright added that Russians exploited the
same “custom audiences” targeting tools that Facebook
markets for political campaigns.  Combine that with the
yet-unregulated online political ads space, it’s no wonder
Russia sought to exploit it.

Hindsight is 20/20
Asked in a hearing this week whether they have found

all evidence of Russian meddling, top lawyers for
Facebook, Google and Twitter said investigations were
ongoing. So, as a matter of speaking, that’s “no.” Facebook
also wouldn’t say with certainty that no other country had
also misused its platforms. After all, with 5 million advertis-
ers each month, and billions of pieces of non-paid content,
how could Facebook comb through everything - especially
when advertisers could mask their real identity?

Facebook’s general counsel, Colin Stretch, acknowledged
that in hindsight the company should have had a “broader
lens” about these issues. But ultimately, these internet giants’
systems weren’t set up to deal with this type of “social hack-
ing.” While each company has spent millions to combat soft-
ware hacking, spam and nefarious content such as terrorist
propaganda, the idea that Russia would use social media to
influence the elections simply wasn’t on the radar. Since the
companies became aware, they have worked to tighten
advertising rules, weed out fake news and accounts and share
information with government investigators.

“Being at the forefront of technology also means being
at the forefront of new legal, security, and policy chal-
lenges,” Stretch told the Senate Judiciary Committee. “Our
teams come to work every day to confront these chal-
lenges head on.” It now seems easy to see the signs of
Russia’s interference on social media. But consider this:
Try thinking of new ways foreign entities might try to
meddle in the 2020 elections. Will it be using virtual reali-
ty? Robots? Snapchat? Stumped? Come back in three
years. Hindsight is 20/20.—AP 

Madrid issues
European arrest 

warrants

BRUSSELS: A police van believed to be carrying ousted Catalan President Carles Puigdemont leaves the Brussels
Prosecutor’s office, in Brussels. — AP 

HOUSTON: Houston Police officers mount on their horses walk down the
street before a parade in Houston.— AP 


