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News in brief

French knife rampage

PERIGUEUX: An Afghan asylum-seeker was arrested
after launching a drunken and frenzied knife attack in the
sleepy southwestern French town of Perigueux, injuring
four people including one seriously, police said yester-
day. The incident began Monday evening with the 19-
year-old man, who was known to have psychological
problems according to local authorities, lashing out at
cars outside his home. The head of the ambulance serv-
ice for the area, Jean-Jacques Girard, told the regional
Sud-Ouest daily that he was seen “kicking and banging a
first vehicle with his feet and fists, then a second” and
also “rounding on female motorists”. Two paramedics
who witnessed the incident tried to calm the man down
but after disappearing inside his home he returned with a
knife and attacked them, leaving them with injuries to the
head and neck. —AFP 

11-year-old US hacker 

FLORIDA: An 11-year-old boy managed to hack into a
replica of Florida’s election results website in 10 minutes
and change names and tallies during a hackers conven-
tion, organizers said, stoking concerns about security
ahead of nationwide votes. The boy was the quickest of
35 children, ages 6 to 17, who all eventually hacked into
copies of the websites of six swing states during the
three-day Def Con security convention over the week-
end, the event said on Twitter yesterday. The event was
meant to test the strength of US election infrastructure
and details of the vulnerabilities would be passed onto
the states, it added. The National Association of
Secretaries of State - who are responsible for tallying
votes - said it welcomed the convention’s efforts. But it
said the actual systems used by states would have addi-
tional protections. —Reuters

Ecuador accident kills 22

QUITO: Twenty-two people were killed and 18 injured
when an inter-country bus crashed outside Ecuador’s
capital Quito, emergency services said yesterday.
Venezuelans and Colombians were among the dead, offi-
cials said. The bus crashed into another vehicle some 30
kilometers east of Quito, the ECU911 office said. The
embassies of the foreign victims have been notified, the
emergency service said. On Sunday, 12 people were killed
and 30 injured when a bus carrying fans of Barcelona SC,
Ecuador’s most popular football club, ran off the highway
and flipped. Traffic accidents are among the leading caus-
es of death in Ecuador. According to the watchdog group
Justicia Vial, on average seven people are killed and some
80 people injured each day in traffic accidents. —AFP 

3 killed in Baghdad blast

BAGHDAD: Three people were killed yesterday in an
explosion at a market in Baghdad, including a woman
and child according to a security source. The blast
struck in the Shiite bastion of Sadr City, a sprawling
district where authorities regularly carry out raids close
to the busy market to seize illegal weapons. “Three
people were killed and four others injured in an explo-
sion in a covered market near the Mreydi souk in Sadr
City,” Baghdad’s military operations command said in a
statement. A source from the security services told AFP
that a woman and a child were among those killed.
Authorities did not detail the cause of the blast and said
an investigation would be launched. The Mreydi souk is
an important hub for illegal weapons sales and the area
has seen years of violence since the US-led invasion of
Iraq in 2003. —AFP 

Arms, investment,
instructors: Russia 
boosts Africa role
MOSCOW: Touting military cooperation and
“instructors,” arms deals and investment, Russia is
making a comeback in Africa after years of inactivi-
ty and now aims to rival European countries and
even China, analysts say. Moscow has worked hard
over the last three years to strengthen its position
in Africa, a pace that seems to have accelerated in
recent months, they say.

Its effort is most prominent in the Central African
Republic (CAR), a grindingly poor and unstable
country that traditionally has turned to the former
colonial power France for help. Since the start of the
year, Russia has supplied weapons to the CAR army
after gaining UN authorization to do so and pro-
vides security for President Faustin-Archange
Touadera, whose security advisor is Russian.

It has also sent five military officers and 170
civilians as “instructors” for CAR’s armed forces,
even though its troops are already being trained by
the European Union. Experts believe the “instruc-
tors” could be from a shadowy mercenary group
named Wagner whose forces are reportedly fight-
ing in Syria - three Russian journalists were killed
in the CAR last month while investigating their
activities. Elsewhere, Russia is shipping arms to
Cameroon for its fight with Boko Haram jihadists
and forged military partnerships with the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Burkina
Faso, Uganda and Angola and cooperation on
nuclear power with Sudan.

It is also working with Zimbabwe’s and Guinea’s

mining industries - sectors where China is an
emerging force in Africa. Africa remains “at the
bottom” of Russia’s foreign policy priorities, but is
“starting to gain more importance,” said Dmitry
Bondarenko of the Russian Academy of Sciences.
“Since 2014 and the annexation of Crimea, Russia is
in confrontation with the West and openly demon-
strates its desire to become a global power once
again. Therefore it can’t ignore this part of the
globe.” But the interest, he argued, is less for eco-
nomic gain and more for “political advancement”.

Strategic shift 
The Soviet Union maintained a very strong pres-

ence in Africa as part of its ideological war against
the West, backing African liberation movements and
sending tens of thousands of advisors to countries
that had ended colonial rule. But the collapse of the
Soviet Union, economic problems and internal con-
flicts in Russia during the 1990s caused Moscow to
abandon its African projects. Lack of funds meant
many embassies and consulates closed, aid pro-
grams were cut short and ties drastically reduced. A
decade or so ago, the Kremlin started to rebuild its
old networks and gradually return to the continent,
seeking new partners as ideological concerns gave
way to contracts and arms deals. 

President Vladimir Putin began the process with
visits to Algeria, South Africa and Morocco - the
countries that, with Egypt, it had traditionally had
close ties. His successor for one term, Dmitry
Medvedev, visited Angola, Namibia and Nigeria,
pitching for business with a delegation of 400 peo-
ple. This year, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov toured
five African countries, Putin flew to Johannesburg for
a BRICS summit that was also attended by Angola,
Rwanda, Senegal and Uganda, and Russia show-
cased African business at the St Petersburg
International Economic Forum. —AFP

EU faces fresh 
standoff over 
migrant boat
PARIS: European countries faced pressure yes-
terday to resolve a fresh standoff with the oper-
ators of the migrant rescue ship Aquarius which
is stranded for the second time in the
Mediterranean carrying 141 people. France said
it was in touch with other EU nations to “rapid-
ly” find a port where the Aquarius could dock
after it was refused entry by Italy and Malta, the
two countries closest to its current location. The
Aquarius, which was left stranded with 630
migrants on board in June after being turned
away by Rome and Valletta, resumed rescue
operations off the Libyan coast last week.

In a statement late on Monday, French
President Emmanuel Macron’s office voiced dis-
approval of Italy’s “very tough political stance”-
milder language than two months ago when he
accused the populist government of “cynicism
and irresponsibility”. The 141 migrants on board
the Aquarius were picked up on Friday in two
separate operations and are in a stable condi-
tion, the French charity that operates the
Aquarius, SOS Mediterranee, said. In the first
rescue, 25 people were plucked from a wooden
boat bobbing on the seas off the Libyan coast,
while another 116 were rescued from another
larger vessel later in the day.

The second boat was overloaded and more
than half of the passengers were unaccompanied
children, mostly from Somalia and Eritrea. They
had no food or water supplies at the time of their
rescue, SOS Mediterranee said. “We’re asking all

European countries to find a solution. We’re ask-
ing them to be responsible and find a safe port in
the Mediterranean,” Sophie Beau, head of charity,
told AFP on Monday. Tove Ernst, a spokesman for
the European Commission, said Monday that it
was in contact with “a number of member states”
to find a “swift resolution” to the standoff.

No volunteers
Since June, Italy’s new far-right Interior

Minister Matteo Salvini has regularly turned away
rescue ships operated by foreign NGOs, accusing
them of playing into the hands of people smug-
glers. On Saturday, he said the Aquarius would
“never see an Italian port” again, accusing it of
encouraging smugglers and migrants to take to
the water in the knowledge that they will be res-
cued. The Italian coast guard continues to rescue
migrants, however. Malta’s government defended
its decision to turn away the Aquarius, saying it
was “neither the coordinating nor the competent
authority for such a rescue” and had “no legal
obligation” to provide a place of safety. The gov-
ernment of Gibraltar also announced late Monday
that the ship would no longer be allowed to oper-
ate under its maritime flag after being registered
on the British overseas territory in 2009.

The increasingly hostile stance reflects hard-
ening public opinion towards migrants in Europe
following the arrival of hundreds of thousands of
people fleeing war or poverty in Africa and the
Middle East. For years, Italy pleaded with its EU
partners for help with a massive influx of arrivals
that has seen 700,000 people land in the coun-
try since 2013. The new Italian policy of turning
back charity boats sparked a furious row among
EU members in June, which was resolved when
Spain, under a new Socialist government, offered
to take in the Aquarius passengers. A Spanish
government source told AFP on Monday that

the country did not intend to repeat the gesture
by allowing the Aquarius to dock in Valencia,
saying that “it is not the safest port” for the ship.
France’s Macron was criticized by leftwing
opponents in June for failing to offer a safe
haven in France-it was the next closest country
to the boat after Italy and Malta. Local leaders
on the French island of Corsica have offered to
welcome the migrants, as has the port of Sete on
the mainland-but the invitations would need to
be approved by the government in Paris.

“If the closest ports are closed, then others
that are closer need to open,” the head of the

Corsican local assembly, Jean-Guy Talamoni,
told the BFM channel yesterday. “We left Italy
alone to deal with the problem, but it’s a problem
for the whole of Europe,” Talamoni added.
France took in 78 of the migrants on board the
Aquarius in June after they landed in Spain.
French public opinion was against accepting the
Aquarius during the first crisis and the right-
wing Republicans party and far-right National
Rally both argued yesterday against allowing the
boat to dock. A spokesman for the National
Rally suggested the ship should head for a port
in Tunisia. —AFP

MARSEILLE: The rescue ship Aquarius, chartered by French aid group SOS Mediterranee
and Doctors Without Borders (MSF), leaves the harbor of Marseille, southeastern France
after having been docked for a month for maintenance work.  —AFP

MAZAR-I-SHARIF: Taleban fighters overran an army base in
northern Afghanistan, officials said yesterday, killing at least 17
soldiers with dozens feared captured in a stinging blow to secu-
rity forces already struggling to push insurgents from eastern
Ghazni. The fall of the base in Ghormach district of volatile
Faryab province came with security forces-who have struggled
to hold back the Taleban since NATO combat troops pulled out
in 2014 - already stretched by the days of fighting in Ghazni, a
strategic provincial capital two hours from Kabul.

Militants gained control of the base after days of heavy
fighting, according to army spokesman for northern Afghanistan
Mohammad Hanif Rezaee. He said around 100 soldiers were on
the base when it was first attacked
Sunday. “It is a tragedy that the
base fell to the enemy. Some sol-
diers were killed, some captured
and some fled to nearby hills,”
Rezaee said. At least 17 were
killed in the attack, according to
defense ministry spokesman
Ghafoor Ahmad Jawed, while a
local MP said Taleban fighters
captured another 40 in the base,
known as Chenaya.

“Preparations are underway to
launch an operation to recapture
the base,” said the ministry’s spokesman. Tahir Rehmani-head of
Faryab’s provincial council-said the base fell after the soldiers
begged for reinforcements and air support from Kabul but were
ultimately ignored. “They were too busy with Ghazni,” said
Rehmani. Ghazni, further east and which the Taleban first
assaulted late Thursday, remains in government hands, officials
have said. But fears of civilian casualties in the city were grow-
ing as Afghan security forces backed by US air power struggled
to push the Taleban out five days after the assault began.

A spokesman for US Forces in Afghanistan, Lt Col Martin
O’Donnell, said there had been “no reported enemy activity” so
far, though he added that “some Taleban forces remain in the
city”. With reports of fighters hiding among the civilian popula-
tion, O’Donnell said residents had been “terrorized and harassed”.

“The Taleban, who falsely and repeatedly claim that they do not
target civilians, have executed innocents, destroyed homes,
burned a market and created the conditions for a potential
humanitarian crisis with this attack,” he said. The United Nations
said unverified reports put civilian casualties at more than 100,
with residents also at risk from several days of US air strikes.

O’Donnell said no air strikes had been carried out yet yester-
day. Bombs placed along the road leading north and south from
the city also “prevented civilians from safely fleeing the vio-
lence”, said a UN report. Communication networks remained
largely down in Ghazni, making any information difficult to veri-
fy. But residents said the violence continued. “Ghazni is a ghost

city now. The Taleban are going
from house to house to find gov-
ernment officials or their relatives
to kill,” said one resident, Sayed
Zia. “Those who can are fleeing.”

Another resident also said the
Taleban were killing civilians who
refused to help them. “I saw two
trucks full of coffins going toward
a cemetery in the city. They all
seemed to be civilians,” said
Abdullah, who asked to only use
one name. “The city is full of
smoke. Everywhere they go they

set the places on fire,” he said, adding that shops were being
looted, with water and food scarce.

‘Let us go home’
On Monday, the Afghan defense minister said at least 100

security forces had been killed in the fighting in Ghazni so
far. Afghan security forces, beset by desertions and low
morale, have suffered staggering casualties in recent years.
Analysts have said the insurgents may be seeking to demon-
strate strength as they come under increasing pressure since
an unprecedented ceasefire in June to join peace talks.
“Clearly the Taleban have paid no heed to the calls of the
Afghan people for them to reconcile and join the peace
process,” the US spokesman O’Donnell said yesterday. The

assault on Ghazni and the fall of the Chenaya base also illus-
trate how stretched Afghan forces are across the country,
said analyst Abdul Hamid Sofof. “The Taleban know this and
they make Afghan forces fight on several fronts, making them
run thin,” said Sofof. 

The insurgents have overrun provincial capitals before,
including western Farah in May and northern Kunduz in
2015. Each time, they failed to hold the city, pushed out by
security forces within days. Ghazni lies along the major

Kabul-Kandahar highway, effectively serving as a gateway
between the capital and the militant strongholds in the
south. Hundreds of people trying to reach Kabul from Iran
and other provinces were stranded at a bus station in south-
ern Kandahar yesterday, unable to travel further due to the
fighting, an AFP reporter there said. Some said they had
been stuck for days, and were running out of money and
food. “For God’s sake,” one man told AFP. “Stop fighting and
let us go home.” —AFP

Militants overrun an army base in northern Afghanistan

Taleban capture northern base 
as Afghan forces fight in Ghazni

GHAZNI, Afghanistan: Smoke rising into the air after Taleban militants launched an attack on the Afghan
provincial capital of Ghazni. —AFP

At least 
17 soldiers 

die; dozens 
missing

Amnesty launches 
external probes as 
second staff suicide
LONDON: Rights group Amnesty International said yesterday
it will conduct “full and independent external inquiries” into
the suicides of two of its staff in the last three months. Roz
McGregor, 28, from London, took her own life earlier this
summer, following the May 26 death of Gaetan Mootoo, a
well-known researcher for West Africa. “We are treating these
tragedies with the gravity and priority they deserve, and will
be holding full and independent external inquiries,” Colm O
Cuanachain, Amnesty’s acting-secretary general, said in a
statement.

“We can never compare the impact the two tragedies have
on the families to our reactions within Amnesty. “But we too are
shocked and devastated at the loss of our beloved colleague
Gaetan Mootoo, and a brilliant and inspiring young woman, Roz
McGregor, who made a great impact in her short time with us,”
he added. McGregor was a paid intern working for a team that
lobbied at the United Nations in Geneva. She had developed
insomnia and become troubled by anxiety in the final weeks of
her life, according to Britain’s The Times newspaper. 

Mootoo-a well-respected researcher who had been with
Amnesty for more than 30 years and was known across Africa
for his tireless dedication to his work-worked for its interna-
tional secretariat. It is responsible for the majority of research
and leading campaign work. He was found dead in the organiza-
tion’s Paris offices, where he worked. Mootoo had left a suicide
note allegedly “outlining his previous request for help because
of the heavy and additional workload; help which was never
forthcoming”. Following the death, friends and colleagues called
on the NGO’s board in London to look into the circumstances
around it “in order to prevent other tragedies”. —AFP


