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LONDON: Britain charged two Russians yesterday with
the attempted murder of a former Russian spy and his
daughter, describing the suspects as military intelligence
officers almost certainly acting on behalf of the Russian
state. British police revealed images of the two men they
said had flown to Britain for a weekend in March to kill
former spy Sergei Skripal with Novichok, a military-grade
nerve agent.

Skripal’s daughter Yulia and
a police officer who attended
the scene also fell ill in the case,
which has caused the biggest
East-West diplomatic expul-
sions since the Cold War. A
woman later died from
Novichok poisoning after her
partner brought home a con-
taminated bottle of counterfeit
perfume. Prime Minister
Theresa May lay the blame
clearly with the Russian state,
describing the suspects as officers in Russia’s GRU mili-
tary intelligence.

“The GRU is a highly disciplined organization with a
well-established chain of command, so this was not a
rogue operation. It was almost certainly also approved
outside the GRU at a senior level of the Russian state,”
May told parliament. Skripal, a former GRU officer who
betrayed dozens of agents to Britain’s MI6 foreign spy
service, was found unconscious with Yulia on a public
bench in the English city of Salisbury on March 4.

British authorities identified the suspects as Alexander
Petrov and Ruslan Boshirov. Police released CCTV images
of them, describing a three-day mission that took them
from Moscow to London to Salisbury, where they sprayed
poison on Skripal’s door before flying straight back to
Moscow hours later.

Russia’s foreign ministry said the names given by
Britain did not mean anything to Moscow, which has
repeatedly denied any involvement in the attack. Britain
and dozens of other countries have kicked out scores of
Russian diplomats over the incident, and Moscow has
responded tit-for-tat with an identical number of expul-
sions. The affair has worsened Russian relations with the

West, which were already
under strain over Ukraine,
Syria and other issues.

Remarkably
sophisticated attack

The “remarkably sophisti-
cated attack” appeared to be a
clear assassination attempt, said
Neil Basu, head of UK Counter
Terrorism policing. The two
men arrived in Britain from
Moscow on March 2 at
London’s Gatwick airport on an

Aeroflot flight, and left on March 4. They spent two nights in
a London hotel, making two day trips by train to Salisbury,
the first for reconnaissance, the second to kill Skripal.

Basu said they were around 40 years old. They trav-
elled under genuine Russian passports although their
names are believed to be aliases. It was not their first trip
to Britain. “We would like to hear from anyone who knows
them,” Basu said. Basu said the two men had been filmed
by CCTV cameras near Skripal’s house, where Novichok,
a nerve agent developed by the Soviet military in the
1970s and 1980s, was sprayed on the front door. Traces of
Novichok contamination were found in the London hotel
room where the two men had stayed.

The Russians are charged with conspiracy to murder
Sergei Skripal and the attempted murder of Skripal, his
daughter and police officer Nick Bailey who fell ill while

attending to the Skripals. They are also charged with use
and possession of Novichok, contrary to the Chemical
Weapons Act. A European arrest warrant has been issued
for the two Russians, British prosecutors said, but Britain
will not ask Moscow to send them to face trial, because
Russia’s constitution does not allow its citizens to be

extradited. Basu said the Skripals were making a good
recovery. A woman from a town near Salisbury, Dawn
Sturgess, died in July and her partner Charlie Rowley fell ill
after Rowley brought home a counterfeit bottle of Nina
Ricci perfume he found in a charity collection box. Police
say it contained Novichok. — Reuters
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Submarine killer
seeks reduced
sentence in
appeals trial
COPENHAGEN: Sentenced to life in
prison for the murder of journalist Kim
Wall aboard his homemade submarine in
August 2017, Danish inventor Peter
Madsen is hoping to get his jail term
reduced as his appeals case opened yes-
terday. The Copenhagen High Court has
set aside two other days for the hearings,
September 12 and 14.

“We’re not here to determine whether
Peter Madsen is guilty, because he is,”
recalled prosecutor Kristian Kirk, facing
Madsen, seated next to his lawyer and clad
in a black blazer. Madsen only appealed his
sentence, and not the guilty verdict handed
down by a Copenhagen district court on
April 25 for murdering 30-year-old Wall,
chopping up her corpse and throwing her
body parts into the sea last year.

The grisly case made headlines world-
wide, all the more shocking as it took place
in one of the safest countries in the world,
according to a report from the independ-

ent organization Institute for Economics
and Peace. On August 10, 2017, Wall
boarded the submarine with the eccentric
and self-taught engineer — a minor
celebrity in Denmark — to interview him
for an article she was writing.

Wall’s boyfriend reported her missing
when she failed to return home that night.
Her dismembered body parts were later
found on the seabed, weighted down in
plastic bags. Wall’s parents were present in
the courtroom yesterday. Madsen main-
tained throughout his first trial that her
death was accidental.

His lawyer has insisted that his decision
not to appeal the guilty verdict should “cer-
tainly not” be interpreted as an admission of
guilt. “He realizes that he was found guilty
and he has to live with that. He decided not
to continue fighting it. He doesn’t have the
energy needed for that,” Betina Hald
Engmark told Danish radio DR in May. Hald
Engmark said the sentence was “dispropor-
tionate compared to legal precedent.” That
will therefore be the main issue for the three
appeals court judges to consider.

In Denmark, only one other person
apart from Madsen has been sentenced to
life in prison for having committed a single
murder. “It’s unusual to be sentenced to life
in prison. What was decisive (for the court)
was that it was a crime that was prepared
and planned,” prosecutor Jakob Buch-

Jepsen said when the sentence was handed
down in April. Yesterday, the prosecution
presented evidence from the previous trial,
including images of Wall’s mutilated body,
to justify the life sentence. It was uncertain
whether Madsen would take the stand dur-
ing the appeals trial. Madsen changed his
version of events several times, but ulti-
mately testified that Wall died when the air

pressure suddenly dropped and toxic fumes
filled his vessel while he was up on deck.
Despite the testimony of many experts, the
lack of tangible evidence in the case and the
decomposed state of Wall’s remains made it
impossible to determine an exact cause of
death. An autopsy report concluded she
probably died as a result of suffocation or
having her throat slit.  — AFP

OREBRO: Jimmie Akesson, the head of the far-right
Sweden Democrats, is a charismatic speaker who has
succeeded in attracting mainstream voters with his
efforts to cleanse the party of its neo-Nazi roots. With
his Sweden Democrats tipped to get around 20 percent
of the vote in the September 9 election, a record high
for the party, Akesson has become a key adversary of
Prime Minister Stefan Lofven.

The anti-immigration populist has seen his political
star rise after the arrival of more than 160,000 asylum
seekers in 2015. Despite his relative youth, the 39-year-
old will be standing in his fourth legislative elections in
12 years at the helm of SD, which has steadily climbed
in popularity to become one of Sweden’s biggest par-
ties. When Akesson was elected party leader in 2005,
few observers anticipated he would be able to trans-
form the small party’s fortunes, sweeping away the
traces of SD’s origins in the fascist movement “Bevara
Sverige Svenskt” (“Keep Sweden Swedish”) and dis-
tancing it from violent racist groups active in the 1990s.

Formed in 1988, SD entered parliament for the first
time in 2010, garnering 5.7 percent of votes. “He started
with very little... people didn’t know what the (Sweden
Democrats) were,” party supporter Christer Bostrom,
who used to vote for the left wing, told AFP at one of
Akesson’s election rallies in the central town of Orebro. 

By the time the September 2014 election rolled
around, the Sweden Democrats had soared to become
the third largest party, grabbing 13 percent of votes.
But the endless days of campaigning had taken their
toll on Akesson. He suffered a burnout and went on sick
leave for six months. 

‘Always been a nationalist’ 
Born in 1979 in the southern town of Solvesborg,

Akesson’s mother was a care provider and his father a
businessman. He studied political science, law and phi-
losophy at Lund University, dropping out before earn-
ing a degree. His political activism began in his teens
when he joined the youth wing of the conservative
Moderates. But he was rapidly disillusioned by their
economic liberalism and support for Swedish EU mem-
bership in 1995. It’s unclear whether he joined SD in
1994 or 1995.

Akesson claims he joined after March 1995, when
the party’s then-leader Anders Klarstrom, a former
member of the neo-Nazi group Nordiska Rikspartiet,
was forced out along with several other officials with
neo-Nazi pasts. But old documents written by Akesson
and uncovered by the media suggest he joined before
that.  “I’ve always been a nationalist... When I was little,
I refused to play table hockey if I couldn’t have the blue
and yellow players,” Akesson wrote in a 1999 publica-
tion by the Sweden Democrats’ youth wing.

Cleaning up 
A former web designer, Akesson has worked hard to

change Swedes’ perception of the far-right. “At the
beginning, it was a racist party, but (Akesson) managed
to change that,” said 50-year-old Bostrom, wearing a
T-shirt with the party’s symbol of a blue and yellow
flower, Sweden’s national colors.  In October 2012,
Akesson introduced “zero tolerance”, vowing to purge
the party of racism and extremism.

Others would however argue that Akesson has
merely changed the party’s official rhetoric. A number
of SD officials have in recent years made headlines for
racist remarks and hate speech. And in the final week of
campaigning, more than a dozen SD candidates were
kicked out of the party after media revealed their back-
grounds in neo-Nazi movements — though they said
they had informed the party of their pasts.

Akesson insists that “those who are not democrats
cannot be Sweden Democrats”. Nazism is “an anti-
democratic ideology, socialist, racist, imperialist, inter-
nationalist and violent”.  — AFP
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Burundi prez
hate speech
fuels ‘crimes 
against
humanity’
GENEVA: UN investigators yester-
day warned that crimes against
humanity and other serious rights
violations were continuing unabated
in Burundi, blaming in part President
Pierre Nkurunziza’s repeated calls to
hatred and violence. In its first report
last year, the UN Commission of
Inquiry on Burundi said it had “rea-
sonable grounds to believe” the gov-
ernment was committing crimes
against humanity.

It said such crimes were ongoing,
citing summary executions, enforced
disappearances, arbitrary detention,
torture and sexual violence.  “Serious
human rights violations, including
some which constitute crimes against
humanity, have continued to be com-
mitted in Burundi, in 2017 and 2018,”
the commission said as it released a
fresh report on the situation in the
tiny east African nation. The investi-
gators acknowledged that fewer bod-
ies were being found in the streets
than previously, but stressed that this
simply indicated a shift in tactics.
“Some practices, such as the disposal
of bodies or operating at night, tend
to make these violations less visible.
Nevertheless, they are still real,” com-
mission chief Doudou Diene said in a
statement.

‘Hiding bodies’ 
Commission member Francoise

Hampson agreed. “They are hiding
the bodies,” she told journalists in

Geneva. “More people are disappear-
ing than were disappearing before...
(and) there is every reason to believe
that in a large number of cases they
are ending up dead.” Burundi plunged
into crisis in 2015 after Nkurunziza
sought a fiercely contested third term
in office that his opponents said was
unconstitutional.

Turmoil since then has killed at
least 1,200 people, and has forced
400,000 to flee their homes, trigger-
ing an investigation by the
International Criminal Court. “Human
rights violations documented by the
Commission of Inquiry were aided by
recurring calls for hatred and vio-
lence, including by the President of
the Republic,” the commission said,
saying such calls “took place in a
general context of impunity.” 

The UN investigators said they
had “established a list of alleged per-
petrators of crimes against humanity.”
They said the list was confidential, but
that it could be shared with “any
organ or jurisdiction tasked with car-

rying out independent and credible
investigations... and which will guar-
antee the safety of the witnesses.”

‘Instrument of repression’ 
Diene stressed that the Burundian

judicial system itself “has neither the
will nor the capacity to establish who
is responsible and to prosecute perpe-
trators of violations. The judiciary has
become an instrument of repression
used by the executive against any form
of protest or opposition.”  While refus-
ing to name the suspected perpetra-
tors, the commission has said mem-
bers of the country’s National
Intelligence Service, the police, mili-
tary officials and members of the rul-
ing party’s youth league, the
Imbonerakure, were behind many of
the worst violations. Hampson said that
over the past year investigators uncov-
ered fewer violations attributed to the
military, but many more attributed to
the strengthening Imbonerakure, who
she said were controlled and enabled
by the state. — AFP

DR Congo empties 
their village schools 
as Ebola fears rise 
MANGINA: In the village of Mangina, where dozens
have died of Ebola at the epicentre of Democratic
Republic of Congo’s latest outbreak, children are to be
seen everywhere — except in school, because their par-
ents fear they will be infected in class. “The children are
not here today. It’s the parents who are keeping them at
home,” primary school teacher Christian Muhindo said
as he paced between empty desks. “They think that the
children will be easily contaminated at school.” 

“They don’t know that teachers have been taught to
cope,” Muhindo said. “UNICEF has trained us to protect
the children and to take the right steps in the event of a
sick child.” Teaching staff and aid workers fear that chil-
dren who walk around freely in the village pose a risk far
worse than they would pose in a monitored classroom.

Ebola has already claimed more than 60 lives in
Mangina, a village of just a few thousand inhabitants.
The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has encouraged
teachers to see that basins of chlorinated water are
placed in schools. The viral hemorrhagic fever broke out
in the Beni region of the eastern North Kivu province on
August 1 in the middle of the school holidays. Of the 81
deaths registered by authorities, 62 were in Mangina,
according to an updated toll on Monday, the first day of
the new school year.

Mangina’s secondary school is usually bustling at this
time of year with between 560 and 600 children,
according to headmistress Aldegonde Batsyoto. “Today,
we only enrolled two pupils,” she said. “On the radio, in
church, they announce that the new academic year has
already arrived and that all necessary precautions have
been taken. But in the villages, they’re afraid that chil-
dren will be contaminated at school.”

In its early stages, Ebola has symptoms similar to
those of other fevers, but it can end in massive organ
damage and unstoppable bleeding. A recent decline in
the death rate, alongside a slight rise in the number of
patients who recover, has failed to reassure residents. On
the streets of the village, children were left to their own
devices, even playing close to the schools banned by
their parents. But Batsyoto said they would be safer in
their classrooms. — AFP

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording Unit (PRU) shows
Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May as she makes a statement to MPs in the House of Commons in London in
September, 2018, on the progress of the police investigation into the March 4 nerve agent attack in Salisbury, on
former Russian spy Sergei Skripal and his daughter Yulia. — AFP 

COPHENHAGEN: This file photo taken on April 25, 2018 shows the homemade
submarine UC3 Nautilus as it is covered with green tarpaulin in Nordhavn, a
harbour area. — AFP 

GENEVA: UK member of the UN Commission of Inquiry on Burundi, Francoise
Hampson (L), and Senegalese chairman Doudou Diene (C), give a press
conference to present a report on rights violations in the country. — AFP 


