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News in brief

Court jails Thai woman 

GENEVA: A Swiss court yesterday sentenced a Thai
woman to 10 and a half years behind bars for her role
in a forced prostitution ring, in one of Switzerland’s
biggest ever human trafficking cases.  The regional
Bern court ruled that the 58-year-old, whose name
was not released, was guilty of human trafficking, as
well as promoting prostitution, incitement to illegal
entry and residency in Switzerland and money laun-
dering, the ATS news agency reported. She had
brought 75 women and transgender people from
Thailand to Switzerland, and forced them into prosti-
tution across the wealthy Alpine nation, it said. Her
operation, which was active between 2010 and 2014 in
a range of Swiss cantons, was at the heart of one of
the country’s biggest human trafficking cases ever,
according to the court. —AFP 

Germany holds Iran ‘spy’ 

BERLIN: German prosecutors said yesterday a court
had remanded in custody an alleged Iranian spy
accused of plotting to bomb an Iranian opposition rally
in Paris on June 30. The suspect, a Vienna-based
accredited Iranian diplomat whom opposition groups
have named as Assadollah Assadi, 46, was one of sev-
eral suspects detained in Germany, Belgium and France.
They had allegedly planned to bomb the rally by an
exiled Iranian opposition group in Villepinte near Paris
that was attended by several US politicians. German
prosecutors said yesterday that a court had two days
earlier remanded Assadi in custody on charges of for-
eign intelligence activities and conspiracy to murder.
They added that these charges did “not preclude”
Assadi’s extradition requested by Belgium. —AFP 

26 killed in NW Nigeria

KANO: Twenty-six people were killed in two days of
violence blamed on cattle thieves in northern Nigeria,
the National Emergency Management Agency said
yesterday. Bandits on motorcycles attacked several
villages on both sides of the border between Sokoto
and Zamfara states on Monday and Tuesday, shooting
residents, burning homes and stealing cows. “At the
moment, 26 dead bodies have been recovered from
the attacks,” NEMA spokesman Suleiman Kadir said.
“The toll may rise with the latest attack from yester-
day (Tuesday).” Two of the affected villages were in
the Rabah district of Sokoto, he said, adding that
more than 1,000 people had been made homeless
and travelled to the town of Gandi. Kidnapping and
cattle rustling gangs operate just over the state bor-
der, he added. The violence was “not unconnected”,
he said. —AFP 

Sri Lanka to hang criminals

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka announced yesterday it would
start hanging drug dealers, ending a near-half century
moratorium on capital punishment as officials promised
to “replicate the success” of the Philippines drug war.
President Maithripala Sirisena had told the cabinet he
“was ready to sign the death warrants” of repeat drug
offenders, government spokesman Rajitha Senaratne
said yesterday. “From now on, we will hang drug
offenders without commuting their death sentences,”
he said. Sri Lanka has commuted death sentences for
serious crimes to life in prison since 1976, when the
last execution took place. Senaratne said there were 19
drug offenders whose death sentences had been com-
muted to life. It was not clear if they would be hanged
under the government’s policy shift.  But authorities
say a tougher approach is needed to combat what they
say is an increase in drug-related crime. —AFP

MUNICH: A member of a German neo-Nazi gang was
jailed for life yesterday for her part in the murders of 10
people during a seven-year campaign of racially-moti-
vated violence. Beate Zschaepe, 43, showed no reaction
as the judge read out her sentence at the end of one of
the most closely watched court cases in Germany’s
post-war history. She was part of the National Socialist
Underground (NSU), whose members killed eight
Turks, a Greek man and a German policewoman from
2000 to 2007, the Higher Regional Court in Munich
ruled. The murders shook a
country that believed it had
learned the lessons of its past.
A report later said police had
“massively underestimated”
the risk of far-right violence
and that missteps had allowed
the cell to go undetected. 

Appeal
The judges said Zschaepe

bore “particularly heavy
guilt” and handed her the
heaviest possible sentence. She had denied any knowl-
edge of the murders during the five-year trial. But she
said later she regretted not stopping two male mem-
bers of the gang, Uwe Boehnhardt and Uwe Mundlos,
from carrying out the killings. Those men killed them-
selves in 2011 when police discovered the gang by
chance. Prosecutors said she had played a key role
behind the scenes, planning the crimes and arranging
money and alibis.

“This is a just punishment for the NSU’s cold-

blooded and unprecedented series of crimes,”
Bavarian Interior Minister Joachim Herrmann said in a
statement. Five of the 10 murders took place in
Bavaria, the most violent attacks of their kind in
Germany since the far-left Red Army Faction’s two-
decade killing spree that ended in 1991 and left at least
34 dead. “What the perpetrators did cannot be made
up for. The victims will never be forgotten,” said
German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas. He said
Germany needed to tackle racist violence with diversi-

ty and the strength of law.
Zschaepe was also found

guilty of membership of a ter-
rorist organization, of being
co-perpetrator in two bomb-
ings, and of arson. Four men
were also found guilty of sup-
porting the NSU in various
ways, including procuring
weapons, and handed sen-
tences from 2-1/2 to 10 years.
A group of people in the
court applauded when one of

the men received a lower sentence than expected.
Zschaepe’s lawyer, Mathias Grasel, said he would
appeal against yesterday’s ruling. “The verdict is
wrong!” Grasel said in a statement.

“Conviction for complicity is legally untenable. The
fact is: Ms Zschaepe was demonstrably present at no
crime scene and never fired a weapon or detonated a
bomb.” Turkey’s foreign ministry said the trial had not
uncovered the full story of the murder of its citizens
and the other victims. “Unfortunately, the ruling made

today has not brought to light the real criminals, the
background of the NSU murders and the connection
between the deep state and intelligence to its full
extent,” it said, without going into further detail.

Relations between Germany and Turkey deteriorated
sharply after Ankara’s crackdown on suspected sup-
porters of a failed military coup in 2016, but have
begun to improve lately. —Reuters

Murders shook Germany, reopened debate on far-right

Germany’s Neo-Nazi murder 
gang member jailed for life

MUNICH: Protesters hold up signs with pictures of the victims of neo-Nazi cell National Socialist
Underground (NSU) before the proclamation of sentence in the trial against Beate Zschaepe, the only
surviving member of the NSU behind a string of racist murders. —AFP 

Monsoon floods, 
and landslides 
kill 15 in India
NEW DELHI: At least 15 people died in
floods and landslides in India yesterday,
officials said, pushing the death toll from
the annual monsoon rains pounding the
country closer to 200. Landslides swept
at least nine people to their deaths in
Manipur in India’s remote and hilly
northeast, said the state’s chief minister
Nongthombam Biren. “I am deeply sad-
dened to know that nine precious life
lost due to landslide at three places in
Tamenglong headquarter,” he wrote on
Twitter.  

Eight of the victims were children,
including several from one family, local
media reported.  Separately, six people
were killed in floods and landslides in
Uttarakhand, a Himalayan state in
India’s north, officials there said

Wednesday.  Four members of one fam-
ily were swept away by a landslide and
two others drowned in a river swollen
by heavy rain, state emergency depart-
ment official Piyush Kumar told AFP.
The arrival of the monsoon, which lasts
roughly from June to September, is her-
alded by millions of Indian farmers but
the relentless rain wreaks death and
destruction every year.

Already 34 people in Assam, another
hilly state neighboring Manipur, have
been killed since May. Nearly 2,000
others have been forced from their
homes by floodwaters. In Maharashtra in
western India, 62 people have died since
June due to flooding and landslides, said
the state’s revenue minister Chandrakant
Patil. Another close to 60 deaths have
been recorded in the country’s far south
in Kerala since the monsoon hit the
Indian mainland, officials said.  

At least six others were reported
dead in western Gujarat state this week
following days of heavy showers.
Monsoon rain has also pounded Mumbai
since the weekend, causing floods that

have interrupted transport services and
stranded thousands. The financial capital
floods every year, but in 2005 more than

1,000 people died when around 950
millimeters (37 inches) of rain fell on
Mumbai in just 24 hours. —AFP

MUMBAI: Indians push a stranded car on the flooded street during heavy rain showers in
Mumbai. —AFP

Russia pursues 
the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses as 
‘extremists’
MOSCOW: With masks and rifles, police came to
Anatoly Vilitkevich’s door in the early morning and
made him pack a bag. He was wanted for religious
extremism-as a Jehovah’s Witness. “Forget it,” they
told his wife, Alyona, taking away the couple’s
tablet devices, computers and phones. “Go and find
a new phone, a new tablet and a new husband.”
Vilitkevich, who lives in the industrial city of Ufa,
was one of more than 20 members of the US-
founded Christian movement detained across
Russia in recent months. They risk up to 10 years in
jail, according to Human Rights Watch.

Various groups have been targeted under a 2016
anti-extremism law. An additional 2017 Supreme
Court ruling targeted the Jehovah’s Witnesses
specifically, ordering their dissolution in Russia.
“Officially, it’s a totalitarian sect of extremists. But
in fact, these are people who because of their faith
are not susceptible to propaganda,” said a man
identified as a Russian FSB secret service officer
by Radio Liberty.  “The system sees them as a
threat because they are organized and independ-
ent. One day they may seek power,” he told the
station in an interview this year.

Spreading the word
The Jehovah’s Witnesses told AFP that 22 of

their members were in jail in Russia, including a
couple detained together on July 4. Human Rights
Watch said police threatened the Jehovah’s
Witnesses in raids, in some cases holding guns to
people’s heads. “We don’t see any reasonable
explanation for it,” said Yaroslav Sivulsky, a senior
Jehovah’s Witnesses representative in Russia. “But
we do not forget the words of Christ: ‘Just as I have
been persecuted, so will you be persecuted’. For
us, that explains it.” Alyona Vilitkevich, 35, said
investigators classed their Bible readings and
prayer groups as “extremist activity”. “It is humili-
ating. It is unjust. We are peaceful citizens, far from
any kind of extremism. But they consider us crimi-

nals,” she told AFP by phone from Ufa. “I talk to
people as the constitution permits. I share with
them what I have gained from the Bible as I think it
can help them.”

Orthodox rivalry 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are a Christian denomina-

tion that originated in the United States in the late
19th century. They have spread worldwide, seeking
converts and giving out leaflets. They say they num-
ber nearly 172,000 in Russia, an Orthodox Christian
country of 144 million. “They are close to the peo-
ple, they preach and promote their religion openly,
so that makes for competition and rivalry with the
Russian Orthodox Church,” said Maria Kravchenko,
an expert at the SOVA Centre, a civil research
group. A senior Russian bishop, Hilarion Alfeyev,
said Jehovah’s Witnesses “destroy people’s minds
and destroy families”. But he insisted the prosecu-
tions were a judicial matter, not a religious one.

“The Church generally does not call for the prose-
cution of heretics, sectarians or dissidents,” he told
television channel Russia 24 in April. “Such a deci-
sion is made by the state, not on the basis of any
doctrinal guidelines, but because the sect is engaged
in extremist activities.” Kravchenko noted that the
crackdown has come at a time of high tension
between Russia and the West. “Maybe this decision
of the Russian authorities to ban all Jehovah’s
Witness organizations in Russia could be connected
with this recent anti-Western trend,” she told AFP.

‘Campaign of persecution’
In a report last month, Human Rights Watch

accused the Russian authorities of a “sweeping
campaign” of “harassment and persecution”
against the movement. “The Jehovah’s Witnesses
are simply peacefully exercising their right to free-
dom of religion,” said Rachel Denber, the NGO’s
deputy Europe and Central  Asia director.
“Authorities should stop this religious persecution
of its worshippers now.” The Jehovah’s Witnesses
say about 200 of their members have fled from
Russia to Finland and thousands more to other
countries. Anatoly Vilitkevich, 31, was held for nine
days in April and then transferred to house arrest
pending trial. He is not allowed to talk to journal-
ists. His wife Alyona said they are appealing his
case at the Supreme Court and the European Court
of Human Rights. “I will not renounce my faith. It is
my life, my principles,” she said. “I cannot live any
other way.” —AFP

Gang killed eight 
Turks, Greek

man, and 
policewoman

Defense spending 
by NATO members
BRUSSELS: A row over how much NATO members spend on
defense will overshadow a summit of alliance leaders this week,
with US President Donald Trump set to tell allies in blunt terms
to boost their military budgets.  Trump has repeatedly berated
European NATO members and Canada for lagging on a pledge
to aim to spend two percent of GDP on defense, and he
harangued them again on Twitter on Monday.

How much does US spend? 
Trump claimed on Monday that the United States was “pay-

ing for 90 percent of NATO”, though it is not clear how he
arrived at this figure.  According to alliance figures, the US will
account for just under 70 percent of defense spending in NATO
in 2018 - $706 billion out of the just over $1 trillion spent by all
29 members this year. In raw terms, Britain is the next biggest
defense spender with an estimated $62 billion in 2018, followed
by France with $52 billion and Germany with $51 billion.

The ‘two percent’ pledge 
Raw expenditure figures, however, do not take into account the

relative size of each country’s economy, and NATO countries have
made defense spending commitments based on their gross domes-
tic product. In 2006 NATO defense ministers agreed as a guideline
that they should spend at least two percent of their GDP on
defense. But as the financial crisis hit, many cut military budgets. At
the Wales summit in 2014, alarmed by declining military spending
across the alliance and as the Ukraine crisis raged, NATO members
pledged to “aim to move towards the two percent guideline within
a decade”. Trump has repeatedly used this pledge to say that
NATO countries which are not already hitting the two percent tar-
get are breaking a promise, but diplomats point out that this is not
strictly speaking what was agreed-though almost all agree they
need to spend more. If all NATO allies did hit the two percent tar-
get it would translate into an extra $110 billion spent on defense.

Who’s hitting 2% target? 
The US is by far NATO’s biggest spender in terms of GDP as

well as raw expenditure, shelling out an estimated 3.5 percent of
GDP on defense in 2018, according to NATO figures. Greece is
second, with 2.27 percent-albeit of a much smaller economy-fol-
lowed by Estonia with 2.14 percent and Britain with 2.1 percent.
Latvia comes in at exactly two percent, while Poland, Lithuania
and Romania are all expected to clear the threshold later this
year. Germany, Europe’s economic powerhouse, lags on 1.24 per-
cent and has come in for withering criticism from Trump, though
his defense chief Jim Mattis last month praised Berlin’s efforts to
step up spending on its creaking armed forces.  The sheer size of
Germany’s economy-total GDP in 2017 was around $4 trillion,
compared with just $250 billion for Greece-makes it difficult for
Chancellor Angela Merkel to quickly boost the percentage of
GDP spent on defense. —AFP


