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Gaza military court sentences 
6 people to death by hanging 

Convicts accused of ‘collaborating’ with Israel
GAZA: A military court in the Hamas-run Gaza Strip
yesterday sentenced six people, including a woman, to
death by hanging for “collaborating” with Israel, author-
ities said. In total 14 people were sentenced for “collab-
orating with the occupation,” with six sentenced to be
hanged and the rest sentenced to hard labor, the interior
ministry in Gaza said.

The rulings came three weeks after eight people
were killed when an alleged Israeli army cell in Gaza
was uncovered on November 11, leading to a vicious fire
fight. Hamas fired hundreds of rockets at Israel in
response, with the Jewish state striking dozens of tar-
gets in Gaza before a November 13 ceasefire agreement.

The six sentenced to death yesterday were not directly
related to the flareup, officials said. Iyad Al-Bozum, the
spokesman of the interior ministry in Gaza said they
were linked “to a communications and eavesdropping
device planted by the (Israeli) occupation”. 

Six Hamas members were killed when the device
apparently exploded after detection near Deir al-Balah
in central Gaza in May. Among those sentenced was a
woman living inside Israel, named only as Amal, who was
sentenced in absentia and is alleged to have encouraged
her nephew in Gaza to collaborate with Israeli intelli-
gence, according to the interior ministry. Bozum hailed
the rulings as a “clear message” to those who would

cooperate with Israel. “Collaborators must realise the
(Israeli) occupation will not be able to protect them,” he
told a news conference.

The verdicts drew condemnation from Human Rights
Watch. “Rushing to sentence people to death smacks of
militia rule, not the rule of law,” said Omar Shakir, the
watchdog’s director for Israel and the Palestinian terri-
tories. “The death penalty is a barbaric practice and
always wrong, no matter the circumstance,” he told AFP.
It was not clear when the executions of those in custody
would take place. According to the Palestinian Centre
for Human Rights, 28 executions have been carried out
in Gaza since Hamas seized control of the coastal

enclave in 2007 from rival faction Fatah. In May 2017,
Hamas security forces invited journalists to attend the
hanging in Gaza City of three men convicted over the
assassination of a senior military commander of the
Islamist movement. During the 2014 war with Israel, a
firing squad from Hamas’s armed wing killed six men
accused of collaborating with the Jewish state. 

Hamas and its allies have fought three wars with
Israel since 2008 and the Gaza Strip has been under an
Israeli blockade for a decade. Israel says the measure is
necessary to isolate Hamas, though critics say they
amount to collective punishment of the territory’s two
million residents. — AFP 

HK democrats 
‘furious’ over 
election ban
HONG KONG: A Hong Kong (HK) legislator has been
barred from standing in a local election after being accused
of supporting independence from China, sparking fury yes-
terday among the city’s pro-democracy camp who warn of
tightening ideological control. The disqualification of popu-
lar lawmaker Eddie Chu is the latest blow to the democratic
movement as room for opposition in semi-autonomous
Hong Kong shrinks under an assertive China. Chu is the first
person to be blocked from standing in rural village elec-
tions, after poll officials decided he is pro-independence - a
red line for Beijing.

While he has supported self-determination for Hong
Kong, he maintains he does not advocate its separation
from China. Voices for self-determination emerged from the
2014 Umbrella Movement protests, and believe in the right
of Hong Kongers to decide their own fate, including how
the city should be governed. Chu said the decision to ban
him reveals a Cultural Revolution-style approach that
everyone has to be “thought police”.

“Not only must a person in Hong Kong not advocate
independence themselves... But if you didn’t oppose the
right of others to advocate it, then your own political rights

will be taken away,” he said. Pro-democracy lawmaker
Claudia Mo told reporters yesterday the decision to bar
Chu from rural elections “makes a mockery of Hong Kong
in the international community.” “We express our fury and
our strongest condemnation.” She was one of a group of
democratic legislators who accused the government of
destroying the constitutionally protected right to free
speech. “Now they’ve literally, practically put a noose
around our necks,” Mo said.

Though Hong Kong democrats or self-determination
activists do not themselves campaign for independence,
many including Chu have defended others’ rights to
express their support or freely discuss the subject. Chu
earlier told an election official that “the peaceful proposi-
tion for Hong Kong independence” was “a right of the Hong
Kong people as protected by the Basic Law”, referring to
the city’s mini-constitution. The official said in a letter to
Chu late Sunday that his views “could be understood as
implicitly confirming that he supports that independence
could be an option for Hong Kong people.” 

Chinese President Xi Jinping warned on a high-profile
visit to the semi-autonomous city last year that any threat
to China’s sovereignty is “absolutely impermissible”.
Authorities have since turned the screws on pro-indepen-
dence advocates. The Hong Kong government said Sunday
it supports the decision not to let Chu run and that it was
not a case of political censorship. Democracy lawmakers
also warned yesterday that Hong Kong’s special economic
status and participation in global trade as a “separate cus-
toms territory” could be undermined as the city’s autonomy
comes under “severe attacks”. — AFP 

Journalist critical of 
Duterte surrenders 
MANILA: The journalist who leads a news site that
has battled Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte
turned herself in yesterday to face what she termed a
“manufactured” tax fraud case that carries the threat
of a decade behind bars. A day after Rappler CEO
Maria Ressa flew home to the Philippines under the
threat of an arrest warrant, she surrendered at a
Manila court and was allowed to remain free after
paying a cash bail. 

Rappler has been hit by a string of government
efforts to shut it down since the site took a critical
tone on Duterte, in particular his internationally con-
demned drug war that has killed thousands. Ressa now
faces the prospect of a trial in an overburdened court
system that is notoriously susceptible to influence
from powerful elites. “They (the charges) are politically
motivated and... they are manufactured,” she told jour-
nalists outside court. “Rappler pays the right taxes.”

If found guilty of the charge that Rappler pro-
vided false information to tax authorities, she risks
up to 10 years behind bars. She posted a bail equiv-
alent of $1,100 (970 euros). Campaigners con-
demned the charge, which is one of several tax
fraud cases the government filed against Rappler
and Ressa last week while she was out of the coun-
try to attend a series of prominent journalism
events. The charges are “part of the Duterte admin-
istration’s campaign to harass, threaten and intimi-

date critics,” said Human Rights Watch Philippines
researcher Carlos Conde.

‘Journalist, not a criminal’ 
“The attacks on Rappler are consistent with the

way the Duterte administration has treated other ‘drug
war’ critics,” he said. Duterte bristles at attacks on his
signature campaign to rid the nation of drugs, which
police say has killed nearly 5,000 alleged dealers and
users who resisted arrest. Some of the crackdown’s
highest profile critics have wound up behind bars,
including Senator Leila de Lima, who was jailed on
drug charges she insists were fabricated to silence her.

The government accuses Rappler Holdings Corp,
Ressa and the site’s accountant of failing to pay taxes
on 2015 bond sales that it alleges netted gains of 162.5
million pesos ($3 million). The bonds, called Philippine
Depositary Receipts, are at the heart of a case that led
the Philippines’ corporate watchdog to void the news
site’s corporate license in January. Duterte has
attacked other media outfits that criticize him, includ-
ing top newspaper, The Philippine Daily Inquirer and
major broadcaster ABS-CBN, threatening to also go
after their owners over alleged unpaid taxes.

The government said the charges against Ressa
were the consequence of wrongdoing, not retribution.
“You violate tax laws, then you will be prosecuted,”
Duterte’s spokesman Salvador Panelo told reporters.
When Ressa returned to the Philippines Sunday night
she told a crowd of TV news cameras at the airport
that she would keep fighting. “I am going to hold my
government accountable for publicly calling me a
criminal. I am not a criminal,” she said. “I have been a
journalist my entire life. I will continue to hold the gov-
ernment accountable,” she added. — AFP 

‘Hundreds’ of Aussie 
convictions in doubt 
SYDNEY: Hundreds of criminal convictions - including those
meted out to some of Australia’s most notorious gangland fig-
ures - hang in the balance, after their defense lawyer was
revealed as a police informant yesterday. Court documents
disclosed that a high-profile Melbourne barrister had for
years been giving information to Victoria Police, while repre-
senting clients like crime boss Tony Mokbel and six of his
associates. The revelation came after court injunctions were
lifted yesterday, blowing the lid off one of the biggest legal
scandals to hit the country in years and prompting the
authorities to immediately announce a public inquiry.

In a secret court battle spanning more than two years,
police had tried to stop state prosecutors from informing the
seven people about their barrister’s supergrass role. They
were finally knocked back by Australia’s highest court last
month. The High Court blasted police as being “guilty of rep-
rehensible conduct” and said they were “involved in sanc-
tioning atrocious breaches of the sworn duty of every police
officer”. “The prosecution of each convicted person was cor-
rupted in a manner which debased fundamental premises of
the criminal justice system,” the High Court added in a
scathing judgment. The lawyer - given the code name 3838
by police when she was working as an informant between

2005-2009 - kept in daily contact with her handlers, who
passed on information provided by her to various police
taskforces, court documents stated. While the courts only
mentioned Mokbel and his associates, more than 600 cases
could be tainted, according to Melbourne’s Herald Sun.
Mokbel was jailed in 2012 for a minimum of 22 years for mas-
terminding a drug trafficking empire. The High Court decision
means criminals would be notified that their barrister, who
still cannot be named, was a police informant, thus possibly
affecting their cases. It would mean these criminals could
then appeal their convictions.

Victoria’s Director of Public Prosecutions Kerri Judd said
she has written to 20 individuals about their cases, and was
assessing others. “If appropriate, I will also write to those
affected individuals,” she said in a statement. Victoria Premier
Daniel Andrews meanwhile announced a royal commission
into the scandal, saying the public had a “right to know that
every part of the justice system acts fairly and lawfully at all
times”. Victoria Police Chief Commissioner Graham Ashton
said the force changed how it managed informants in 2009, so
such incidents cannot be repeated today.

Ashton said while police would cooperate with the probe,
what was happening in the underworld at that time should be
taken into account. “Melbourne was in the grip of what is now
rightly known as the gangland wars,” he told reporters. “The
risk to the community at this time was significant.” Legal
advocacy group The Human Rights Law Centre said an inde-
pendent investigative body should also be established to
probe all allegations of police misconduct.  — AFP

MANILA: Maria Ressa, CEO and executive editor of online portal Rappler gestures after posting bail at a
court in Manila yesterday. — AFP 


