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News in brief

‘Shocking’ Saudi executions

GENEVA: The UN rights chief yesterday condemned the
mass executions carried out by Saudi Arabia this week,
stressing that those convicted were likely not afforded
credible criminal trials. The men were executed on
Tuesday after being convicted of terrorism, according to
the official Saudi Press Agency. “I strongly condemn these
shocking mass executions across six cities in Saudi Arabia
yesterday in spite of grave concerns raised about these
cases,” the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights, Michelle Bachelet, said in a statement. The rights
office restated its concern over the “lack of due process
and fair trial guarantees (and) allegations that confessions
were obtained through torture.” “It is particularly abhor-
rent that at least three of those killed were minors at the
time of their sentencing,” Bachelet added. —AFP 

‘15 dead’ in northwest Syria

JISR AL-SHUGHUR: A powerful explosion yesterday
killed 15 people including more than a dozen civilians in
jihadist-held northwest Syria, a war monitor said, as res-
cuers searched for people trapped under the rubble. An
AFP reporter at the scene saw a building of at least four
storeys that had collapsed in the town of Jisr al-Shughur in
Idlib, a region controlled by Syria’s former Al-Qaeda affili-
ate. One opposite had partially caved in while surrounding
buildings appeared on the verge of collapse. A civil defense
worker eased himself under a massive slab of fallen con-
crete to search for victims, as three colleagues crouched by
his side to help. Thirteen civilians were among those killed
in the blast, the cause of which was not immediately clear,
according to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a
Britain-based monitoring group.  —AFP 

4 killed in Burkina attack  

OUAGADOUGOU: Armed gunmen stopped a bus travel-
ling in northern Burkina Faso and shot dead four passen-
gers, local sources said yesterday, with jihadists suspected
of staging the attack. Passengers had their ID’s checked
before the shooting took place, a local authority told AFP,
after the bus was intercepted in the village of Liki on
Tuesday. “The four people killed were from the same eth-
nic community,” while the others were not harmed, the
source said. “It was probably members of armed terrorist
groups that are active in the region,” the source added.
Burkina Faso, a former French colony, has seen a surge in
attacks blamed on radical Islamist groups - mainly the
Ansaroul Islam group and the Group to Support Islam and
Muslims (GSIM) - in the last four years.  —AFP 

Syrian presidency Instagram 

DAMASCUS: The Syrian presidency said its Instagram
account has been blocked, one week after the photo-
sharing website shut down the accounts of several
Iranian Revolutionary Guards because of US sanctions. A
statement released on the presidency’s other social
media channels said the move came without “prior warn-
ing or a logical justification”. Youtube had previously
blocked the presidency’s channel several times, it said.
The “deliberate” decision to close-down official govern-
ment channels and accounts on social media networks is
part of a “growing siege” that has been imposed on Syria
since the start of the country’s war in 2011, the presiden-
cy said. It said it believed further measures may follow as
part of a so-called “soft war” being waged on the coun-
try, now that “the military conflict is receding”. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Donald Trump’s approval rating has
slid since release of the Russia investigation report, but
instead of emerging bolstered in the 2020 presidential
race, Democrats are torn over triggering impeachment
proceedings that risk muddling their electoral message.
While special counsel Robert Mueller’s report released
last week stopped short of reaching a judgment on
whether Trump committed crimes, many Democrats say
it detailed extensive presidential wrongdoing that high-
lights his lack of fitness for office. 

And it essentially invites the House of
Representatives, led by opposition Democrats, to initi-
ate impeachment proceedings to determine whether
Trump obstructed justice. But will lawmakers take that
explosive political step, as some 2020 presidential
hopefuls have said they
should, or will they heed the
advice of House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi who has been
pumping the brakes on
impeachment talk? The
debate has pitted Democrats
against one another at a time
when the party might be bet-
ter served by unifying ahead
of a battle against Trump for
the presidency in 2020. 

“I see no good outcome
for the Democrats from impeachment,” Christopher
Arterton, a political professor emeritus at George
Washington University said. “That turns Trump into a
victim... and I think that not only energizes his base but
it’s attractive to the group of 20 percent that are basi-
cally in the middle and undecided so far about their
presidential vote.” More Americans oppose rather than
support impeaching Trump. 

Just 34 percent back the process compared with 48
percent opposed, according to a Morning Consult poll.
The survey also shows Trump’s job approval rating
dropping five points following release of Mueller’s
report, to 39 percent of voters against 57 percent who
disapprove, the lowest-ever rating of his presidency.

Several Democrats, buoyed by Trump’s sinking
popularity and how the scandals brought to light by
Mueller could hurt his re-election chances, have
cautioned Congress against obsessing over Trump’s
impeachment instead of judging the president on his
first term and addressing significant issues like
health care. “I worry that works to Trump’s advan-
tage” if the focus is on impeachment, said candidate
Bernie Sanders.

But in the wake of Mueller’s findings, at least five of
the 20 Democratic presidential hopefuls, including sen-
ators Elizabeth Warren and Kamala Harris, have pub-
licly called for impeachment proceedings. Warren
argued that the question should not be whether the
process creates partisan advantage, but whether it

meets the constitutional bar of
high crimes and misde-
meanors. “This is not about
politics. This is about princi-
ple,” she said.

‘Finding the truth’ 
That Warren and Sanders,

two of the party’s progressive
messengers, are on opposite
sides of the divide crystallizes
the impeachment dilemma
facing Democrats. Clearly the

party is eager to reap the benefits of the Mueller
report’s damning revelations, including Trump calling
then-White House counsel Don McGahn in 2017 to
direct him to order Mueller’s firing, a move critics have
described as textbook obstruction of justice.

One argument against ouster suggests that even if
the House votes to impeach Trump, the Senate’s
Republican majority would acquit, a result that would
unify the Trump’s party and embolden a sitting presi-
dent who could tout his immunity to political scandal.
Trump’s arch foe Pelosi told her caucus Monday that
she wants to move forward with ongoing congres-
sional investigations, and not rush to impeachment.
“We all firmly agree that we should proceed down a

path of finding the truth,” Pelosi wrote Monday in a
letter to colleagues.

“It is also important to know that the facts regarding
holding the President accountable can be gained out-
side of impeachment hearings,” she added. On cue,
House Judiciary Committee chairman Jerry Nadler
announced he was subpoenaing McGahn to testify in
their investigation into whether Trump obstructed jus-
tice. “Pelosi will try to drag this out on a low simmer
through 2020,” tweeted Ross Garber, a veteran
impeachment lawyer. “She wants to focus on key elec-
tions issues and not on what the House Dems are doing

or not doing about impeachment.”
Pelosi may also be looking to history as a guide. Her

party would recall the backlash suffered by
Republicans who sought to oust president Bill Clinton
in 1998. Among the Democratic presidential hopefuls
who has not publicly weighed in on the current
impeachment debate is Joe Biden. The former vice
president is the Democratic frontrunner despite not
formally entering the race. Biden is expected to
announce his candidacy today in an online video,
according to US media - and he will likely be forced to
quickly wade into the debate. —AFP

Presidential hopefuls call for impeachment proceedings

Democrats want truth but are 
split on Trump’s impeachment

MARYLAND: US President Donald Trump and First Lady Melania Trump board Air Force One at Andrews
Air Force Base in Maryland yesterday. They are traveling to Atlanta, Georgia, to speak at the Rx Drug
Abuse and Heroin Summit.  —AFP

UN backs weakened 
resolution on sexual 
violence in conflicts
UNITED NATIONS: Nobel Peace Prize
laureates Nadia Murad and Denis
Mukwege has called for justice for vic-
tims of sexual violence in conflict zones,
as the UN Security Council approved a
watered-down resolution largely
stripped of substance by the United
States and Russia. The vote on the
German-drafted resolution was held after
intense last minute negotiations and
additional changes in wording. Thirteen
countries voted in favor while Russia and
China abstained. Both those countries
said they opposed sexual violence in
conflicts, but denounced “lax interpreta-
tions” in the text and a “manipulated”
struggle to create new UN structures
and “override” mandates already
approved.

France vehemently criticized the
United States for threatening to use its
veto over a reference in the text to
reproductive rights, seen by
Washington as an encouragement of
abortion. Speaking before the vote,
Murad and Mukwege decried the inter-

national community’s failure to act.
“Not a single person has been charged
for sexual slavery,” said Murad, speak-
ing at the United Nations about mas-
sacres of her Yazidi community by the
Islamic State group in Iraq and Syria.

“The hopes of an entire generation
have been destroyed,” the Iraqi human
rights activist added, speaking of the
“collective failure” of the international
community to intervene. “We give
speeches at the UN but no real meas-
ures have been taken (in terms of
obtaining justice) and nothing has been
done.” Mukwege, a Congolese doctor
who like Murad was awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2018, asked: “What is the
international community waiting for to
give justice for the victims?”

He also called for the establishment
of national and international courts to
try the perpetrators of sexual violence
in conflicts. Amal Clooney, the star
human rights lawyer who represents
Murad and other Yazidi victims,
denounced the weak international
response. She accused the United States
and Russia of opposing a judicial system
to hold the perpetrators of these crimes
to account, as has been done for past
horrors committed in Bosnia, Cambodia,
Sierra Leone and Rwanda or at the
Nuremberg trials.

‘It’s scandalous’
“If we don’t act now, it will be too

late,” Clooney said, pointing to the thou-
sands of Islamic State group militants
currently being held. “I agree that we are
facing an epidemic of sexual violence.
And I believe that justice is the anti-
dote.” The German text initially sought
to establish a formal working group, set

up a mechanism to help bring to justice
those responsible and develop victims’
protection by giving formal recognition
to their sexual and reproductive rights.
China, Russia and the United States
opposed the mechanism, the working
group was scrapped and Washington
threatened a veto if the text spoke of
reproductive rights. —AFP

NEW YORK: (Left to right) Human rights lawyer Amal Clooney (left) speaks as
Iraqi human rights activist Nadia Murad Basee Taha and Nobel Peace Prize win-
ner Denis Mukwege look on during a United Nations Security Council meeting at
UN headquarters.  —AFP

Over 50 killed
in South Africa 
after heavy rains
DURBAN: Rescue workers were digging
through collapsed buildings along South
Africa’s eastern coast, where more than 50
people were kil led when heavy rain
caused flooding and mudslides, authorities
said yesterday. Hundreds have been dis-
placed, mainly in the port city of Durban
in KwaZulu-Natal province. Flooding also
killed at least three people in Eastern
Cape province, state broadcaster SABC
said yesterday.

Victor da Silva, a resident in the coastal
town of Amanzimtoti, said his family man-
aged to evacuate before the floods
destroyed their home and cars. “On
Monday, the water was just crazy. And yes-
terday morning I got here, everything was
fine, my garage was still here, the other part
of the house was still here, and it just
couldn’t stop raining,” Da Silva said. “And
then an hour and half later, everything poof

(vanished) because the rain just hasn’t
stopped.

Johan Fourie told eNCA television that
he escaped his home in Amanzimtoti just
before part of it collapsed. “I nearly lost my
life, and my neighbor, I believe, is in hospi-
tal,” Fourie said. The region had been hit by
heavy rains for days, but authorities did not
foresee the downpour late on Monday, said
Lennox Mabaso, a spokesman for the
provincial Cooperative Governance and
Traditional Affairs department.

“As a result, there was flooding and
some structures were undermined and col-
lapsed on people,” Mabaso said. Some
people were swept away by the water, he
said. Multiple dwellings collapsed in the
mudslides, said Robert McKenzie, a
KwaZulu-Natal Emergency Medical
Services spokesman. South African
Weather Service forecaster Edward
Engelbrecht said the heavy rainfall occurs
“from time to time, especially during this
time of the year.”

He said the rain should start to clear by
today. President Cyril Ramaphosa visited
affected communities in KwaZulu-Natal
and is scheduled to go to the Eastern Cape
in the next few days. “This is partly what

climate change is about, that it just hits
when we least expect it,” he said, adding
that funds would be provided by the gov-
ernment to assist those hit by the floods.

Last week, 13 people were killed during an
Easter service in KwaZulu-Natal when a
church wall collapsed after days of heavy
rains and strong winds.  —Reuters

Party is eager 
to reap the 
benefits of

Mueller report

DURBAN: People abandon their homes at an informal settlement of BottleBrush,
south of Durban, after torrential rains and flash floods destroyed their homes
yesterday.  —AFP

US court hears
politically charged
census case
WASHINGTON: A sharply divided US
Supreme Court heard arguments on
Tuesday in a case about the 2020 census
that could have high-stakes implications for

the future balance of political power in the
United States. At the heart of the case is a
bid by the administration of Republican
President Donald Trump to ask respondents
of the 2020 census whether they are US citi-
zens. Opponents of the citizenship question
say this could potentially curtail Democratic
representation in Congress since most non-
citizens reside in states with Democratic
majorities.

If non-citizens avoid census-takers for
fear of running afoul of the immigration

authorities, states where they live could lose
federal funding and seats in the House of
Representatives. House seats are allocated
on the basis of the census and the data also
play a major role in how more than $675
billion in federal funds is spent. The US
Constitution mandates a census every 10
years with congressional representation
apportioned based on the “whole numbers
of persons in each state.”

Trump, who has made stopping illegal
immigration a hallmark of his presidency,

has said that without the citizenship ques-
tion the census “would be meaningless and
a waste” of billions of dollars. The five con-
servative justices on the nine-member
Supreme Court - two of whom were
appointed by Trump - appeared to be
receptive on Tuesday to the administration’s
arguments. The four liberal justices were
skeptical, raising questions about the
administration’s motivations and citing stud-
ies that showed a citizenship question would
lead to undercounting. —AFP


