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News in brief

Quake hits northeast Japan

TOKYO: A strong 6.3-magnitude earthquake struck in
the Pacific off Fukushima, northeastern Japan yester-
day, but there was no tsunami threat, US and Japanese
authorities said. The quake jolted large areas in the
region at 7:23 pm with its epicenter located 54 kilo-
meters east of Namie, eastern Fukushima, according
to the US Geological Survey said. The quake was
a lso  fe l t  in  Tokyo . The  Japan  Meteoro log ica l
Agency said there were no worries about tsunami
damage. The weather agency issued an emergency
warning when the quake hit , but  there was no
immediate report of injuries or damage. Shinkansen
bullet train services were temporarily suspended in
the  reg ion , publ ic  broadcaster  NHK sa id . No
abnormality was detected at nuclear plants in the
region, including the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
power plant, NHK said. —AFP 

15 drug traffickers escape 

BAGHDAD: Iraq’s interior ministry announced several
top policemen had been fired after 15 suspected mem-
bers of a drug traff icking network escaped on
Saturday from a police station in the capital. “The
defendants first insulted the police, then beat them
and managed to escape” from the police station in
eastern Baghdad, near the Shiite bastion of Sadr city, a
security services official told AFP, on condition of
anonymity. Baghdad’s police chief and the heads of the
Al-Russafa police department in the capital’s east and
the station where the suspects pulled off their escape
were fired, the interior ministry said in a statement.
Prison security is a critical issue in Iraq, where
escapes are not uncommon, whether by violence or
bribery. Iraq is the 12th most corrupt country in the
world, according to Transparency International, and
experts have pointed to high levels of corruption in its
prisons. —AFP 

Syria first lady ‘totally’ cancer free

BEIRUT: The wife of Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad said in an interview aired late Saturday that she
was “totally” free of breast cancer after a year of
treatment. “My journey has ended... I totally con-
quered cancer,” said Asma Al-Assad, sporting a stylish
short haircut and a long white dress, in an interview
broadcast on state television. The Syrian presidency
announced last August that the 44-year-old first lady
had begun treatment for breast cancer. Since then,
photos of her, thin and wearing a headscarf, have reg-
ularly been shared on the Syrian presidency’s social
media accounts. In January, she underwent an opera-
tion at a military hospital in Damascus, according to
the presidency. In the interview, she described the
“physical exhaustion” and other effects stemming
from her treatment. She praised the support she
received from her children, her parents and her “life
partner”.  —AFP

Maldives police arrest ex-vice president 

NEW DELHI/MALE: Maldives police on Saturday said
they had arrested former vice-president Ahmed Adeeb
and were bringing him to the capital Male after he was
refused entry to India. Adeeb, who was sentenced to 15
years in jail in 2016 for allegedly plotting to assassinate the
Maldives’ then-president Abdulla Yameen, was detained
early on Thursday in the southern Indian city of
Thoothukudi after arriving illegally by tugboat. “We would
like to confirm that Ahmed Adeeb Abdul Ghafoor of H.
Saamaraa has been arrested and is being transported to
Male under our custody,” Maldives police said in a Twitter
post. An Indian port official in Thoothukudi said Adeeb
had been sent back to the Maldives late on Friday on a
boat escorted by a coast guard vessel.  —Reuters  

MOSCOW: Russia’s anti-Kremlin opposition said it
was planning a nationwide protest next weekend
despite police forcibly detaining over 1,000 people
on Saturday for attending what they said was an ille-
gal march in Moscow to demand free elections.
Saturday’s protest, conceived by opposition activists
as a peaceful walk to protest against the exclusion of
their candidates from a Moscow election next month,
was systematically and sometimes violently dis-
persed by police.

OVD-Info, an independent monitoring group, said
yesterday that police had detained 1,001 people on
Saturday, up from its earlier estimate of just over 800
people. Many but not all of those detained were later
released by police, but OVD-Info said 19 were kept in
custody overnight. It said some of those detained had
their phones confiscated and had been denied access
to a lawyer. Russian investigators had initiated a crim-
inal case against one man, accusing him of injuring a
police officer, the TASS news agency reported.

Faced with a wave of summer protests, authorities
have opened criminal proceedings for what they term
mass civil unrest, an offence punishable with up to 15
years in jail. Although they have rejected protesters’
complaints, they have said they’ll allow protests in
Moscow on Saturday and Sunday next weekend,
albeit in a location away from the city centre which
the opposition has rejected in the past.

But Leonid Volkov, an ally of jailed anti-Kremlin
opposition politician Alexei Navalny, said late on
Saturday that Navalny’s political movement planned to
organize another of its own protests on Aug. 10 which
he said would be nationwide. He said protesters would
demand that jailed activists be released, that opposi-

tion candidates be allow to run in the Moscow elec-
tion, and that the mayor of Moscow and other top
officials resign.

“This is a matter of human dignity, about the right
to choose and express your opinion,” Volkov wrote
on Twitter. “Muscovites have had their elections
stolen, are being arrested by the thousand, hundreds
are being beaten and dozens jailed. Therefore we’ll
have to prove our existence on the streets of our
cities.” He said the opposition did not plan to ask
Moscow officials for permission to protest but would
do so in other cities.

Activists say the Russian constitution allows them
to freely protest. But authorities say they need to
agree the timing and location in advance, something
that was not done ahead of Saturday’s protest. The
focus of protesters’ anger is a prohibition on a number
of opposition-minded candidates, some of whom are
allies of Navalny, from taking part in a September
election for Moscow’s city legislature. That vote,
though local, is seen as a dry run for a national parlia-
mentary election in 2021.

Authorities say opposition candidates failed to col-
lect enough genuine signatures to register and say the
election will be competitive. The excluded candidates
say that is a lie and insist on taking part in a contest
they believe they could win. Navalny and at least sev-
en of his allies are currently in jail for breaking protest
laws. The ruling United Russia party dominates the
national parliament and Navalny and his allies are
starved of media air-time.

President Vladimir Putin and the Kremlin have not
commented on the standoff with the opposition, but
Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin, a Putin ally, has

condemned the protests as cynically orchestrated
mass disorder. At well over 60 percent, Putin’s
approval rating is still high compared with many oth-
er world leaders, but is lower than it used to be due

to discontent over years of falling incomes. Last year
the 66-year-old former KGB intelligence officer won
a landslide re-election and a new six-year term until
2024. —Reuters

Activists demand free election in Moscow

Russian opposition plans new 
protests despite 1,000 arrests

MOSCOW: Servicemen of the Russian National Guard are seen during an unsanctioned rally urging fair
elections in downtown Moscow. —AFP

Fentanyl - US 
deadliest drug
WASHINGTON: President Donald
Trump has repeatedly hit out at China
for failing to curb the export of illegal
fentanyl to the United States. The pow-
erful painkiller is the primary synthetic
opioid available in the US, a class of
drug that was responsible for almost
32,000 overdose deaths last year. But
why is fentanyl’s threat growing, and can
Beijing help America cure its addiction
to its deadliest drug? 

What is fentanyl? 
Fentanyl was first developed in 1959

and introduced to the US market in the
1960s as an intravenous anesthetic. A
hundred times more potent than mor-
phine, it is used to manage severe pain,
for example among cancer patients or
those receiving end-of-life care. But it is
also produced illegally and trafficked
into the US - primarily from China and
Mexico - in the form of powder or
tablets, and sometimes gets mixed with
heroin and cocaine.

Why is it spreading? 
A report published in December by

researchers at University of California
San Francisco found that fentanyl use
has surged in recent years because of
heroin and prescription pill shortages,
and because it was cheaper for drug
wholesalers to produce than heroin.
“Very little drug slang has developed to
describe fentanyl, which lends support to
the notion that this is not a demand-dri-
ven epidemic,” said Sarah Mars, a UCSF
researcher.

Users are often unaware the products
they are consuming contain the drug,
and a key market is people who turn to
counterfeit medicines for cost reasons.
“Traffickers are exploiting high con-
sumer demand for illicit prescription
painkillers, tranquilizers, and sedatives
by producing inexpensive counterfeits
containing fentanyl,” said a report by the
Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA). In
2016, counterfeit prescription painkiller
Norco, which actually contained fen-
tanyl, was responsible for at least 14
deaths in California.

How deadly is it? 
Fentanyl can be lethal in a dose of as

little as two milligrams, equivalent to a
few grains of sand. But it is not just
deadly to users and can threaten anyone
who intercepts it such as postal workers,
law enforcement officers, first respon-

ders and even sniffer dogs, according to
the DEA. In 2015, New Jersey law
enforcement officers carrying out a nar-
cotics field test on what turned out to be
fentanyl experienced shortness of
breath, dizziness and respiratory dis-
tress, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.

Where does it come from? 
Powdered fentanyl can be bought on

the dark web or even business trading
sites like Weiku.com, according to Roger
Bate, a scholar at the American
Enterprise Institute who published a
report on the drug this week. A kilo
sourced from China can be purchased in
the US for as little as $1700, which is
then used to create up to a million pills
that when sold for $10 to $20 each gen-
erate millions in revenue, according to
the DEA.

Bate’s report found that poorly
policed free trade zones in places like
Singapore and Dubai help bring the
products into the US market. Mexican
gangs also play a large role in producing
and distributing the drug, with precursor
chemicals first smuggled into Mexico via
the southwest US. Some illicit fentanyl
products are also brought into the US
via Canada, which until 2017 did not
allow authorities to open the contents of

mail weighing less than 30 grams.

Can China help? 
Trump issued his latest missive at

China over its alleged inaction Thursday,
tweeting: “My friend President Xi said
that he would stop the sale of Fentanyl to
the United States - this never happened,
and many Americans continue to die!”
China has in fact already made some
efforts to crack down on suppliers, lead-
ing to transshipment via Vietnam, said
Bate, but it could apply much more pres-
sure to major players in its chemical
industry that would yield some results. 

But he warned action by Beijing could
be limited because the government may
not be fully aware of the activities of the
tens of thousands of smaller chemical
producers operating throughout the
country. What’s more, even if its efforts
prove successful, other countries with
manufacturing capacity like Russia or
India could step in as new suppliers. 

“It’s quite difficult for a few guys in
the garage to make, but not difficult for
legitimate chemical plants to make,” Bate
said. He advocates instead for measures
to fund drug and mental health programs
so that fewer people become addicted,
and greater availability of the drug
naloxone to treat those who have over-
dosed. —AFP

Murder of 
Mexican journalist
marks third killing 
in one week
MEXICO CITY: Mexican officials said on
Saturday they would investigate the murder
of a journalist in the Gulf coast state of
Veracruz who was the third reporter to be
killed in a week in Mexico as the country
grapples with a record murder rate. Jorge
Ruiz Vazquez, a reporter at the Grafico de
Xalapa newspaper in Veracruz’s capital,
died in spite of procedures in place to pro-
tect him, the state prosecutor’s office said. 

“The prosecutor will investigate why
protection measures granted to the victim
and his family, which were active, were not
enforced,” the entity said in a statement.
Ruiz’s death brings the murder toll of
Mexican journalists this year to at least
eight compared with nine last year,

according to free-speech advocacy group
Article 19.

A reporter in Guerrero state who also
served as a municipal official was shot and
killed on Friday, while earlier last week, a
reporter who covered the police in the
same state was found dead in the trunk of a
vehicle with signs he had been shot and
tortured. Murders in Mexico jumped in the
first half of the year to the highest on
record, according to official data. The spi-
raling violence underscores the challenges
President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador
has faced since taking office in December
with a vow to reduce violence in the coun-
try ravaged by notorious drug cartels.

Ruiz had reported death threats in
October and November of 2018, said Ana
Laura Perez, president of Veracruz’s com-
mission to protect journalists (CEAPP), in
an interview with Veracruz news outlet
XEU Noticias. She added that Ruiz had
been shot and killed at his home in a
municipality near Xalapa. Veracruz’s gover-
nor, Cuitlahuac Garcia, said on Friday
evening that efforts had already begun to
find the people responsible for Ruiz’s death.

“We condemn the cowardly murder of a
reporter from a local outlet, Jorge Ruiz,” he

said on Twitter. “His killing will not go
unpunished.” —Reuters

VERACRUZ: A bullet hole is seen at a grocery store, property of late journalist
Celestino Ruiz, where he was killed in Actopan, Veracruz, Mexico. —AFP

Democrat O’Rourke 
accuses Trump of 
stoking racism
EL PASO: Democratic presidential hopeful
Beto O’Rourke accused President Donald
Trump Saturday of inciting hatred after a mass
shooting in his Texas hometown that police are
investigating as a possible hate crime.
Speaking to reporters outside a hospital in El
Paso where he was visiting victims of the
shooting, O’Rourke said Trump had proven
himself a racist with his recent attacks on four
ethnic minority congresswomen and his past
branding of Mexicans as rapists. 

“He is a racist and he stokes racism in this
country. And it does not just offend our sensibili-
ties, it fundamentally changes the character of
this country and it leads to violence,” said
O’Rourke, who represented El Paso in the US

Congress until recently. “We’ve had a rise in hate
crimes every single one of the last three years
during an administration where you have a pres-
ident who’s called Mexicans rapists and crimi-
nals.” O’Rourke was responding to questions
about a manifesto purportedly written by the
gunman which railed against the Hispanic “inva-
sion” of Texas which borders Mexico. More than
80 percent of El Paso’s population is Hispanic,
according to US census figures. Asked if any of
the contents of the manifesto should “fall at the
feet” of Trump, O’Rourke replied: “Yes.”

“There are still details that we are waiting on
but I’m just following the lead that I’ve heard
from the El Paso police department where they
say there are strong indications that this shooter
wrote that manifesto and that this was inspired
by his hatred of people here in this community.”
A suspect being questioned by police over the
shooting has not been named by the authorities,
although US media have identified him as
Patrick Crusius, a 21-year-old who lives on the
outskirts of Dallas, Texas. —AFP 2019 Democratic presidential hopeful for Beto O’Rourke


