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OUAGADOUGOU: Authorities in Burkina Faso were yes-
terday hunting for clues about the masterminds behind
Friday’s deadly twin attacks on the French embassy and
the country’s military HQ. The coordinated attacks in
Ouagadougou, which coincided with a meeting of regional
anti-jihadist forces, underlined the struggle the fragile
West African nation faces in containing a bloody and
growing jihadist insurgency. Eight armed forces personnel
were killed, the government said, while a French security
source said 12 more were seriously injured. Earlier security
sources had reported a
higher toll.

There was no immedi-
ate claim of responsibili-
ty, and while a jihadist
plot is the most likely, the
government was not rul-
ing out the involvement
of plotters behind a
failed coup in 2015. “This
is a terrorist attack,
linked to a current or
another terrorist move-
ment in the Sahel... or to
others who want to are
destabilize or block our democratic progress,” said com-
munication minister Remis Fulgance Dandjinou yesterday
morning. Two people were arrested near the headquarters,
a security source said.

The government said the attack on the military HQ was
a suicide car bombing and that the G5 Sahel regional anti-
terrorism force may have been the target. “The vehicle was
packed with explosives” and caused “huge damage”,
Security Minister Clement Sawadogo said. Officials from
Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger were at
the meeting, representing the nations who have launched a
joint military force to combat jihadists on the southern rim
of the Sahara. President Roch Marc Christian Kabore said
in a statement: “Our country was once again the target of
dark forces.” 

Terror in broad daylight   
The violence began mid-morning when heavy gunfire

broke out in the centre of the Burkinabe capital.
Witnesses said five armed men got out of a car and
opened fire on passersby before heading towards the
French embassy. The embassy attackers were armed with
Kalashnikov assault rifles and were “dressed in civilian
clothes” with their faces uncovered, witnessed said. At the
same time, the bomb went off near the headquarters of
the Burkinabe armed forces and the French cultural cen-

tre, about a kilometer from
the site of the first attack,
other witnesses said.

A gunman who attacked
the military HQ was wear-
ing the uniform of the
national army, according to
a security source. Four
attackers were shot outside
the French embassy and
another four at the military
HQ, another security
source told AFP. Paul
Koalaga, a security con-
sultant in Burkina Faso, said

the attacks involved a “crescendo”. “After soft targets,
such as hotels and restaurants, this attack aimed at hard
targets, strong symbols,” he said, adding there appeared
to be “a problem at the intelligence level.” The
Ouagadougou prosecutor’s office appealed for witnesses
“to assist in the search and identification of accomplices,
hosts and any possible facilitators” of the events.

Condolences, condemnation   
The G5 meeting was supposed to have been held at the

headquarters but had been moved to another room,
Sawadogo said. “Perhaps it was the target. We do not
know at the moment. In any case the room was literally
destroyed by the explosion,” the minister added. The G5
Sahel’s completed force will be composed of 5,000 troops
and aims to be fully operational by the end of the month. It

has already carried out operations against jihadist fighters
with help from the French army.

Mahamadou Issoufou, Niger’s president and the cur-
rent chair of the group, said Friday’s attacks “will only
strengthen the resolve of the G5-Sahel and its allies in the
fight against terrorism”. French President Emmanuel
Macron offered his condolences, Turkey’s Recep Tayyip

Erdogan, who is on a visit to neighbouring Mali, “strongly
condemned” the attack while UN chief Antonio Guterres
called for an “urgent and concerted effort” to improve sta-
bility in the Sahel. The insurgency in the region has caused
thousands of deaths, prompted tens of thousands to flee
their homes and dealt crippling blows to economies that
are already among the poorest in the world. —AFP
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News in brief

Student shoots parents 
CHICAGO: A university student fatally shot his parents
on his school campus Friday in the US state of
Michigan, police said, before fleeing and setting off an
hours-long manhunt.  The early morning incident put
the campus into lockdown-trapping students in class-
rooms and dormitories until mid-afternoon-while
police conducted an expansive search for the 19-year-
old suspected gunman.  James Eric Davis, described as
a university student, remained at large. He was accused
of killing his father, a police officer, and mother in a
shooting inside a dormitory building in what university
police spokesman described as a “family-type domes-
tic issue.” There were no other casualties. The college
campus in the city of Mount Pleasant in central
Michigan was on lockdown hours after the 8:30 am
(1330 GMT) shooting, as federal, state and local law
enforcement searched for Davis using helicopters and
police dogs. —AFP 

Pregnant woman fined 
PARIS: A pregnant passenger on the Paris metro has
been hit with a 60-euro fine for walking the wrong
way, sparking outrage on social media. The woman,
who wanted to save some time on her journey, was
given the ticket last Tuesday by inspectors at
Concorde station near the Louvre art gallery. “Bravo
for this racket,” her partner wrote sarcastically on
Twitter, alongside a picture of her printed penalty
notice. “A 60-euro fine without notice for a pregnant
woman who goes the wrong way.” The Paris metro
operator RATP stood by the penalty. A spokesman
said the one-way systems are clearly marked and are
aimed at avoiding “incidents” and controlling the flow
of people. However, he added the tickets for such
offences were “infrequent” and it is up to the RATP
inspectors to apply them or not.—AFP 

‘Illegal, harmful’ sanctions
MOSCOW: The Kremlin insisted US sanctions against
Russia were “illegal” yesterday, a day after President
Donald Trump signed an executive order to extend
measures put in place during the Ukraine crisis. “We
have never been the initiator of these sanctions, we
consider them illegal and harmful not just to the people
of our two countries but the whole world,” Russian
presidential press spokesman Dmitry Peskov said yes-
terday, Interfax news agency reported. Washington
imposed sanctions on Moscow following Russia’s 2014
annexation of the Crimean peninsula and Moscow’s
backing of rebels in eastern Ukraine. Russian President
Vladimir Putin this week set the course for a new arms
race with Washington as he boasted of a new genera-
tion of “invincible” Russian weapons developed in
response to the threat posed by the US. —AFP 

Gibraltar airport shut 
MADRID: The airport in Gibraltar closed yesterday
after heavy winds damaged equipment, the British
overseas territory’s government announced, as strong
gusts and downpours hit southern Spain. Gibraltar’s
government said flights to the Rock had been diverted
to Malaga and passengers would then be taken by bus
to the territory.  The government statement did not
specify what equipment had been damaged in the air-
port. The news comes with a mass of warm air from the
Atlantic clashing this week in Spain with the so-called
“Beast from the East,” a cold weather front that blew in
from Siberia, causing heavy snowfall in the north.  In
the south, while the rain was welcome in a drought-
prone area, the heavy wind caused damage and even
one death. —AFP 
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Myths and reality 
in Italian election
ROME: A right-wing coalition shepherded by ex-prime
minister Silvio Berlusconi is capitalizing on anti-immigrant
feeling in the lead up to today’s Italian general election.
The grouping is committed to deporting hundreds of
thousands of migrants who have arrived by boat since
2013 and far-right League leader Matteo Salvini has
promised to expel foreign criminals and shut down Roma
camps.  Here are four commonly held beliefs about immi-
gration heard during the campaign compared with facts
and statistics on the issue:

‘Too many of them’ 
Italy’s national statistics institute Istat says that there

are five million foreign nationals legally residing in Italy.
That is 8.3 percent of the country’s population of 60.5
million. The biggest proportion, 23 percent, are from
Romania followed by Albanians (9 percent), Moroccans (8
percent), Chinese (5.5 percent) and Ukrainians (4.5 per-
cent) and many of them are employed in retail, farming or
domestic work.  More than 690,000 migrants, most from
Sub-Saharan Africa, have arrived by boat from Libya
since 2013. Migration study foundation ISMU estimates
that around 500,000 are living in the country illegally-
equivalent to 0.9 percent of the population.

‘They cost us money’ 
Government figures put the cost in 2017 of migrants

arriving via Libya at more than 4.2 billion euros ($5.2 bil-
lion), of which 65 percent was spent on taking care of
asylum seekers during their convoluted application
process.  Eighteen percent of that figure was for sea res-
cue and 13 percent for medical assistance. In 2013, there
were 22,000 people in asylum centers. That number was
at 182,000 in January.

‘They bring crime’
On Thursday Berlusconi spoke of Italians being more

worried about security now than at any time since the
Second World War, while at a recent rally in Padova,
Salvini said that “the League is the solution” to “a tide of
delinquents”.  However Italy’s interior ministry says the
crime rate has dropped by 8.3 percent in the last 10 years,
despite the fact that the number of foreigners in the coun-
try has increased from three to five million over the same
period.  Figures presented by the ministry showed that in

2017 murders dropped by nearly 12 percent, robberies by
11 percent and burglaries by nine percent.

‘It’s an invasion’
The impression created by some far-right politicians of

a growing number of migrant arrivals is wrong. A contro-
versial agreement signed by Rome with the Libyan author-
ities and militias last summer reduced arrivals by 70 per-
cent. The government also oversaw a 12 percent increase
in expulsions last year, from 5,817 in 2016 to 6,514.—AFP 

OUAGADOUGOU: Bystanders look on as security personnel move beside an armored personnel carrier in
Ouagadougou, as the capital of Burkina Faso came under multiple attacks targeting the French embassy, the
French cultural centre and the country’s military headquarters. —AFP 

Silvio Berlusconi: 
Italy’s eternal 
comeback king
ROME: Silvio Berlusconi, the billionaire
media mogul who has dominated Italian
politics for more than two decades, has
stepped back into the ring at the age of 81,
defying those who dared to believe he had
thrown in the towel. Despite sex scandals,
serial gaffes and legal woes, the flamboyant
tycoon has made an astonishing return from
political oblivion to head his centre-right
Forza Italia (Go Italy) party, which as part of
a right-wing coalition is leading the race for
today’s vote, according to opinion polls. 

“Berlusconi has 12 or 13 lives, he’s like a
cat squared,” said former premier Matteo
Renzi, who is himself trying to win back
the top spot yesterday. Although barred
from public office owing to a tax fraud
conviction, Berlusconi is hoping to posi-
tion himself as kingmaker in the next gov-
ernment. He has put forward his loyal for-
mer protege, European Parliament
President Antonio Tajani, as his prime min-
isterial nominee if he wins the vote.

While Berlusconi has largely avoided
the big campaign rall ies and only
appeared once with his coalition allies in
the run-up to the vote, he is a constant
figure on television, radio and in newspa-
pers, a number of which he owns through
his Fininvest empire. The one-time cruise
ship crooner who has served as prime
minister three times and once owned AC

Milan football club, has had a tumultuous
love affair with Italian politics, clinching
his first election victory in 1994. 

With his oiled-back hair and winning
smile, he has ruled Italy for more than nine
years in total. He became renowned
around the world for his buffoonish gaffes
and a colorful private life epitomized by
his notorious “bunga bunga” sex parties.
Today his smile is noticeably a little frozen,
and the facelifts and make-up-laid on “as
thick as the carpet,” according to an edi-
torial from La Repubblica newspaper-
have left the veteran leader somewhat
transformed. But his sense of humor is still
intact. “I’m like a good wine, with age, I
only improve, now I’m perfect,” he tweet-
ed recently.

Football glory  
Berlusconi was born in 1936 in Milan to

a bank employee father and a housewife
mother who always staunchly defended
her son’s virtues. The young Berlusconi
was a born entertainer. A huge fan of Nat
King Cole, he played double bass and
entertained club audiences with jokes dur-
ing breaks from studying law. He worked
briefly as a cruise-ship singer before
launching a lucrative career in the boom-
ing construction sector and then expand-
ing to set up three national television
channels and buy Italian football club AC
Milan, which he went on to sell in 2017.

Berlusconi’s political success has been
linked to his football glory. But it is also
closely entwined with the power of his
broadcasting and publishing empire. His
first stint as prime minister lasted from
1994-1996. In 2001, he was elected again

after a campaign which included sending a
book boasting of his achievements to 15
million Italian homes. He remained in pow-
er until 2006 - the longest premiership in
the history of post-war Italy-and as a
divided left floundered, he was voted back
in for a third time in 2008.

In crosshairs of the law   
But his premiership ended in 2011 in a

blaze of sex scandals and fears Italy was
on the brink of a Greek-style financial
implosion. The twice-divorced Berlusconi

was forced out of parliament in 2013 after
his conviction for corporate tax fraud was
upheld by Italy’s highest court. His influ-
ence waned quickly after that. In 2013 he
was also sentenced to seven years for
paying for sex with an underage 17-year-
old prostitute Karima El-Mahroug, known
as “Ruby the Heart Stealer”, and for abus-
ing his powers to get her off theft charges,
pretending she was the niece of then
Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak. The
Ruby conviction was eventually over-
turned by an appeal court. —AFP

ROME: A supporter of the Italy’s populist Five Star Movement (M5S) flashes the v for victory sign after the last elec-
tion campaign meeting in Piazza del Popolo in Rome. —AFP 

NAPLES: Head of the centre-right Forza Italia (Go Italy) Silvio Berlusconi (right) leaves
with his companion Francesca Pascale (left) after his tour in downtown Naples yester-
day on the eve of a closely-watched general election. —AFP 


