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Russian navy to 
deploy 26 new 
ships this year
SAINT PETERSBURG: Russia’s navy
will deploy a total of 26 new ships this
year including four carrying Kalibr cruise
missiles, President Vladimir Putin said
yesterday as the country celebrated
Navy Day with a show of strength. “In
total in 2018 the navy should get 26 new
warships, motor boats and vessels
including four warships with Kalibr
cruise missiles,” Putin said in the north-
western city of Saint Petersburg, Interfax
news agency reported.

Kalibr missiles fired from Russian ships
in the Mediterranean and the Caspian
have been used as part of Moscow’s mili-
tary intervention in the conflict in Syria in

support of President Bashar al-Assad. The
navy has already this year taken in eight
new ships, Putin added. The commander
of the Black Sea fleet, which is based in
Crimea’s port of Sevastopol, Vice-Admiral
Alexander Moiseyev said six new vessels
including missile ships would be inducted
by the end of the year, Interfax added.

Putin reviewed a spectacular annual
naval display on the Neva River in Saint
Petersburg with 39 warships carrying out
maneuvers.  He told the 4,000 servicemen
taking part that the navy “is making a
weighty contribution to the fight with
international terrorism. “Of course we will
continue measures aimed at strengthening
and developing the navy, boosting equip-
ment,” Putin said. The Navy Day celebra-
tions also included a parade in Russia’s
Syrian base of Tartus in the
Mediterranean for the second time,
involving five ships and the Kolpino diesel
submarine, the defense ministry said on
Facebook. —AFP

SAINT PETERSBURG: Russian sailors take part in the Navy Day parade in Saint
Petersburg. —AFP

US govt approves 
aid as California 
battles wildfires
REDDING: The US federal government
approved aid Saturday for California as
thousands of firefighters battled to con-
tain a series of deadly raging wildfires
that have killed six people, including
two young children and their great
grandmother, and destroyed hundreds
of buildings. The largest of the fires
menacing the state has nearly doubled
in size, while another pushed thousands
of people to flee and a third forced the
partial closure of the popular Yosemite
National Park.

A huge column of smoke rotated
rapidly above the massive Carr Fire
with such strength it looked like a tor-
nado in a fire whirl sometimes dubbed
a “firenado.” Melody Bledsoe, 70, and
her two great-grandchildren James
and Emily Roberts-aged just five and
four respectively-died as the fire con-
sumed their rural trailer home. The
blaze also killed two fire workers, Cal
Fire said. Another firefighter died in
the Ferguson Fire.

In declaring an emergency in
California, President Donald Trump
“ordered federal assistance to supple-
ment state, tribal and local response
efforts due to the emergency condi-

tions resulting from a wildfire begin-
ning on July 23,” the White House said.
The Federal Emergency Management
Agency “is authorized to identify,
mobilize and provide at its discretion,
equipment and resources necessary to
al leviate the impacts of the emer-
gency,” it said.

The Carr Fire in northern California-
which began on July 23 — has con-
sumed 80,906 acres (32,749 hectares),
up from 48,312 on Friday, according to
Cal Fire, the state’s Department of
Forestry and Fire Protection. “Winds,
high temperatures and dry vegetation
sti l l  have the potential  to fuel f ire
growth. Fire spread has been active in
all directions and has made significant
runs,” Cal Fire said. Governor Jerry
Brown on Friday asked for federal
assistance “to save lives and to protect
property,” his office said in a statement. 

Thousands evacuated
He asked for help, including military

aircraft, shelter supplies and water for
30,000 evacuated residents in Shasta
County, in north-central California,
where the Carr Fire has grown “uncon-
trollably,” the statement said. Brown
declared a state of emergency in
Shasta and ordered National Guard
forces to assist the 3,400 fire personnel
already trying to contain the Carr Fire,
which has destroyed 500 structures.
More than 1,300 firefighters are bat-
tling the fast-moving Cranston Fire,
which began on Wednesday and forced

the evacuation of about 7,000 people,
the US Forest Service said.

It added that the hazards created by
Cranston and another fire have caused
the temporary closure of all US Forest
Service lands within the Santa Rosa
and San Jacinto Mountains National
Monument. A 32-year-old man has
been arrested and charged with 15
arson counts, including for the
Cranston Fire. The Ferguson Fire has
encroached upon the Yosemite
National Park in central California,
forcing the partial closure of the popu-

lar attraction.
“Firefighters worked through the

night extending and strengthening
containment lines, while also monitor-
ing a small  f ire that jumped a l ine
Friday afternoon,”  according to
InciWeb, the Forestry Service’s inci-
dent information website. Last year
was the worst on record for wildfire
devastation in California, with more
than 40 deaths and around 9,000
structures destroyed, following fires
that ravaged the Napa and Sonoma
wine regions. —AFP

Polls close in ‘sham’ 
Cambodia vote 
PHNOM PENH: Polls closed in Cambodia’s election yes-
terday as the ruling party predicted a landslide victory
for veteran strongman Prime Minister Hun Sen after the
main opposition party was dissolved. Hun Sen, who came
to power in 1985 in a country still plagued by civil war,
has cracked down on dissent in the run-up to the poll,
pressuring civil society, independent media and his politi-
cal opponents.

The 65-year-old, a one-time defector from the bru-
tal Khmer Rouge regime, has pointed to stability and
growth as the fruits of his rule-a message that res-
onates with his base. “Prime Minister Hun Sen is the
savior of the country,” said voter Sim Chantha. “I voted
for him and the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP).”
Ruling party spokesperson Sok Eysan forecast a huge
victory and said people “flocked to vote”. A bell was
struck at one polling station in Phnom Penh to signal
the end of balloting.

But there was also despondency and indifference to
the predictable poll, with many closely watching the
turnout for signs of a snub to the premier. “I did not go
to vote. I slept at home,” said Khem Chan Vannak, a
former commune chief elected with the now-banned
opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP).
“A lot of my friends did not go to vote.” Western gov-
ernments have withdrawn their assistance from the
election, citing its lack of credibility, with rights groups
and the opposition describing it as a knockout blow to
the democratic process.

Nineteen small-or hitherto unknown-parties are com-
peting against Hun Sen’s ruling CPP in the absence of the
CNRP. A National Election Commission spokesperson
said two hours before polls closed that  turnout was more
than 70 percent, just surpassing the final figure in 2013 of
roughly 69 percent. The opposition, whose leaders are in
jail, underground or in self-exile, urged a “clean-finger”
boycott of the vote as the only safe form of protest.

There were numerous pictures of spoilt ballots on
social media on Sunday. An opposition member told
AFP they were sent by supporters but they could not
be independently verified. Lines, some with saffron-
clad monks, were seen at polling stations early Sunday
as voters showed up at schools and pagodas to cast
ballots. But they began to thin out by midday. Hun Sen
smiled as he and his wife Bun Rany arrived early to
vote just outside the capital, holding up an ink-stained
finger for photographers. The CPP has won every elec-
tion since 1998.

Fist of a dictator
More than eight million voters are registered for the

sixth general election since polls organized by the United
Nations in 1993. At the time the country was slowly
emerging from decades of war, including the Khmer
Rouge years from 1975-79 which killed a quarter of the
population. Hun Sen was installed aged just 32 as national
leader during the Vietnamese occupation of 1979-89. But
a youthful population angered by corruption and with lit-
tle memory of the Khmer Rouge era put the ruling party’s
longevity in doubt.

Their votes helped the CNRP to secure more than
44 percent of the vote in 2013 and a similar share in
local elections last year. “The CNRP offered a promise
of responsive and non-corrupt governance, and people
wanted to give them a chance,” said Phil Robertson,
deputy director of the Asia division of Human Rights
Watch. But Hun Sen snuffed out the looming electoral
threat, accusing the rescue party of being involved in a
plot to topple the government and arresting leader
Kem Sokha.

“This is a story of how democratic dreams die under
the fist of a dictator,” Robertson added. The Supreme
Court dissolved the party in November 2017, clearing the
way for a CPP whitewash yesterday. A climate of fear
driven by local-level ruling party members has made
many reluctant openly to criticize the vote. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Dozens of US legislators are demand-
ing that the Trump administration explain a recent
agreement to allow the free distribution of plans for
using 3D printers to make plastic handguns that will be
easy to hide and almost impossible to control. After a
lengthy legal battle, the government reached agreement
last month with Cody Wilson, a militant gun rights
advocate from Texas. He successfully argued that the
US Constitution’s Second Amendment, which guaran-
tees the right to private gun ownership, should extend
to a person’s right to make guns at home-uncontrolled
by authorities, since they
will bear no serial number. 

Dozens of Democrats in
both the US House of
Representatives and the
Senate have decried the
settlement and are demand-
ing an explanation from the
President Donald Trump’s
administration, which has
been extremely supportive
of gun-owners’ rights. The
agreement between the
State Department, which controls the exportation of
American arms, and Wilson’s Defense Distributed (DD)
group was reached on June 29. But it remained secret
until last week, after groups advocating for stronger
gun controls demanded its publication. 

The consent agreement “permits any United States
person, to include DD’s customers and SAF’s members,
to access, discuss, reproduce or otherwise benefit from
the technical data that is the subject of the action.” The
SAF is the Second Amendment Foundation, which sup-
ported Wilson’s suit and has called the settlement a

“devastating blow to the gun prohibition lobby.” Wilson
is due to receive $40,000 in damages and interest. The
DD website invites anyone interested to download the
program to make so-called “ghost guns” starting
August 1, when “the age of the downloadable gun for-
mally begins.”

That means anyone with a 3D printer-which costs
around $2,000 and can be programmed to build
objects of almost any shape-will be able starting next
week to make plastic-bodied guns at home for just a
few hundred dollars each. Security experts fear that the

guns may be able to evade
detection by the metal
detectors used in many
public buildings and air-
ports. But gun enthusiasts
say that without some metal
parts, the guns will be unre-
liable-and might even
explode in a user’s face.

Felons and terrorists
The settlement offers no

justification for the decision
in Wilson’s favor. Similar software programs have
become available in other countries, notably Britain,
China and Japan. But five US senators, all Democrats,
have denounced the agreement as “stunning” and “puz-
zling,” and have demanded, in an open letter, that the
government provide a written explanation of its thinking.
“The settlement will allow these tutorials to be posted
online for unlimited distribution to anyone-including
felons and terrorists-both here in the United States and
abroad,” the senators wrote. 

Forty-two Democratic members of the House of

Representatives shared their own concerns, writing that
the administration’s decision would only worsen the
“epidemic of armed violence” in the US. “So-called
‘ghost guns’ do not bear a manufacturer’s serial number
and may be constructed using plastic materials that are

impossible to screen at security checkpoints using met-
al detectors,” they wrote. “We shouldn’t have to wait
for someone to kill someone in a House office building
after sneaking past security with a plastic 3D printed
gun to do something to stop this.” —AFP

DD website invites to download program to make ghost guns

Lawmakers protest US deal 
allowing free plans for 3D guns

NEW JERSEY: US President Donald Trump, right, and First Lady Melania Trump, left, walk off Air Force
One at Morristown Municipal Airport in Morristown, NJ. —AFP

Devastating
blow to gun 
prohibition

lobby

CALIFORNIA: Redding firefighters look on as the Carr Fire moves through the
area in Redding, California. —AFP

EU trying to 
‘swindle’ UK 
in Brexit talks
LONDON: Italy’s far right deputy prime minister
Matteo Salvini has accused the European Union of
attempting to “swindle” the United Kingdom out of
the Brexit people voted for in the landmark 2016
referendum, The Sunday Times reported. “My expe-
rience in the European parliament tells me you
either impose yourself or they swindle you”, Salvini
told the weekly as he urged prime minister Theresa

May to take a harder stance in negotiations to sever
ties with the trading bloc.

May and her ministers are  scrambling to forge
agreements with each of the EU’s 27 member states
after  a  week which saw her a lready fragi le
“Chequers plan” for  Brexit  knocked back by
Brussels  chief  negot iator  Michel  Barnier. On
Thursday Barnier rejected May’s plan to keep the
border between EU member Ireland and the UK
province of Northern Ireland open, with a dual sys-
tem of taxes levied by each side   for the benefit of
the other.

But League party leader Salvini has urged May to
consider taking a hard line, potentially leaving the
EU without securing a deal. “Because on some prin-
ciples there is no need to be flexible and you should

not go backwards,” he told The Times. The paper
said he also implied the EU is attempting to punish
Britain for seeking to leave, claiming: “There is no
objectivity or good faith from the European side.”

“I hope the negotiations end well for the UK to
serve as an example of the people coming out on
top of the EU,” he added. “I remember the referen-
dum stage as an example of participation and free-
dom; I hope it can be an opportunity for the British.”
Barnier has attempted to scupper May’s plan to cir-
cumvent Brussels in striking a deal with the member
states, insisting that there is not a “sliver of differ-
ence” between him and the 27 nation leaders. But
according to The Times Salvini has said he would
welcome one-on-one talks with May, undermining
Barnier’s authority as the head of talks. —AFP


