
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Monday, December 9, 2019

7

News in brief

Trump thanks Iran 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump had rare
positive words for Iran on Saturday, thanking the US foe
for a “very fair” negotiation to successfully pull off a
prisoner swap that saw an American released from
Iranian detention amid soaring tensions. The exchange,
which took place in neutral Switzerland, involved a
Princeton graduate student jailed in Iran for espionage
since 2016 and an Iranian national arrested over a year
ago in Chicago. “Thank you to Iran on a very fair nego-
tiation,” tweeted Trump, as Xiyue Wang made his way
home to his family. “It was a one-on-one hostage swap,”
Trump told reporters. “I think it was great to show than
we can do something. It might have been a precursor as
to what can be done.” — AFP

Trapped gold miners found dead 

JOHANNESBURG: Four gold miners trapped under-
ground after a tremor caused a rockfall in northeast
South Africa have been found dead, their union said
yesterday. A fifth miner was rescued with serious
injuries on Friday after the accident at the Tau Lekoa
Mine in the town of Orkney, the National Union of
Mineworkers (NUM) said. “The four mineworkers were
found dead,” a union statement said after the rescue
team lost contact with the four men deep underground
early Saturday. “The last person we talked to said: ‘We
are suffocating please, bring us some oxygen’,” said
NUM president Joseph Montisetse. Last year 81 people
died in the country’s mines, according to the department
of mineral resources. — AFP 

JERUSALEM: Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
yesterday touted his plan to annex a swathe of the occu-
pied West Bank and Israeli settlements in a last-ditch
effort to prevent another general election. “It’s time to
apply Israeli sovereignty over the Jordan Valley and
legalise all the Judea and Samaria settlements, those that
are in settlement blocs and those outside of them,” he said,
using the biblical term for the West Bank. “They will be
part of the State of Israel.”

Netanyahu announced in September, a week before
general elections, that he planned to annex the Jordan
Valley, which accounts for around a third of the West Bank,
if re-elected. His remarks yesterday, at a conference
organized by rightwing newspaper Makor Rishon, came
alongside an appeal to rival Benny Gantz to form a unity
government and save the time and money involved in elec-
tions. “I have offered to Benny Gantz to join a unity gov-
ernment and today too I’m telling him to join a unity gov-
ernment with me,” Netanyahu said. “It’s not too late.”

The September polls yielded no clear winner, and
Wednesday is the last day for a member of parliament to
propose a coalition before the country heads to another
vote - the third in a year. “I want American recognition of
our sovereignty over the Jordan Valley, it’s important,”
Netanyahu said, noting he recently discussed the issue
with US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, without pre-
senting a formal plan.

Pompeo last month announced that the United States
no longer shared the widely held international position
that Israeli settlements in the West Bank are illegal. On
Friday, however, the US House of Representatives passed a
resolution supporting a Palestinian state and determining
that the US should “discourage” steps such as “unilateral
annexation of territory”. Around 400,000 Israeli settlers
live in the West Bank alongside around 2.6 million
Palestinians. The settlements are viewed as major stum-
bling blocks to peace as they are built on land the

Palestinians see as part of their future state. Israel blames
Palestinian violence and intransigence as the main obsta-
cles to peace. Netanyahu has said in the past that the
wider moves to annex or “legalize” settlements in the West
Bank would be in coordination with US President Donald
Trump and his long-awaited peace plan.

Meanwhile, Israeli aircraft carried out attacks in the
Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip early yesterday, Palestinian
security officials said, hours after militants in the enclave
launched three rockets at the Jewish state. The strikes tar-
geted two sites belonging to Al-Qassam Brigades, the
Hamas military wing, in northern Gaza, with another series
of sorties at a Qassam site west of Gaza City, Hamas offi-
cials said. There were no immediate reports of injuries.

The Israeli army said “fighter jets and attack helicopters
struck a number of Hamas terror targets” in Gaza, as well
as “a military post belonging to the Hamas naval force in
the northern Gaza Strip”. “The IDF (Israel Defence Force)
holds the Hamas terror organization responsible for events
transpiring in the Gaza Strip and emanating from it,” the
army said in a statement. “Hamas will bear the conse-
quences for actions against Israeli civilians.”

Late Saturday night, Palestinian militants in Gaza
launched three rockets at southern Israel. All three projec-
tiles were intercepted by the Iron Dome defence system,
the army said, amending an earlier statement according to
which two of the three rockets were shot down over
southern Israel. Medics had treated three people in the
southern Israeli town of Sderot who suffered minor
injuries while seeking shelter as air raid sirens went off, the
Magen David Adom emergency medical service said.
There were no immediate reports of material damage.

On Nov 29, Israeli warplanes struck Hamas positions
in Gaza in response to rocket fire at the Jewish state
the previous day. Hamas has controlled Gaza since
2007, and Israel holds the Islamist movement responsi-
ble for a l l  rocket f ire coming from the terr i tory,

although it has targeted other militant groups there.
Last month, Israeli forces assassinated a senior Islamic
Jihad leader in the Gaza Strip, sparking a two-day
flare-up which killed 36 Palestinians. Islamic Jihad fired

around 450 rockets at Israel, many of which were inter-
cepted by the Iron Dome defense system. Israel has
fought three wars with Hamas and allied armed groups
in Gaza since 2008. — AFP

Netanyahu pushes annexation 
plan as new elections loom 

Israel strikes in Gaza after rocket attack 

200 displaced 
Syrians leave 
Al-Hol camp 
QAMISHLI, Syria: Around 200 Syrian displaced people,
mostly women and children, were heading home from an
overcrowded desert camp in the northeast of the war-torn
country yesterday, a Kurdish official said. Syria’s Kurds,
after years of fighting the Islamic State group, are holding
tens of thousands of civilians and IS relatives in camps for
the displaced. In June, they started sending home Syrian
families that had fled their homes during battles against
the jihadists from the overpopulated camp of Al-Hol.

A Kurdish official said around 200 people were leaving
the camp yesterday, to head back to their villages in the
eastern province of Deir Ezzor. “Most are women and
children, with just some men,” said Sheikhmous Ahmad, a
Kurdish official in charge of the displaced. The majority
were civilians with no ties to IS, he said, while a few
might have aligned with the jihadists but today regretted
their decision.

The group was headed back to the villages of Hajin,
Shaafa or Baghouz, which were the last to be held by IS
before US-backed fighters expelled them from the
entire area in March. Ahmad said around 300 people
from Al-Hol had already been taken back to the same
area last week. Previously, evacuations had been put on
hold after Turkish troops and their Syrian proxies on
October 9 launched a blistering military operation
against Kurdish forces.

In June, several hundred women and children had
returned to the towns of Raqqa - once the de-facto IS

capital in Syria - and Tabqa, both located in the northern
province of Raqqa. That area was taken by Kurdish-led
forces from IS in Oct 2017. The United Nations said the
Al-Hol camp’s population last month stood at around
70,000 people. These included more than 30,000 Iraqis,
some 28,000 Syrians and over 10,000 foreign nationals
- many of them relatives of alleged jihadist fighters being
held in detention. The Kurdish authorities have repeat-
edly called on Western nations to repatriate their nation-
als, but they have been largely reluctant, except in a
handful of cases. — AFP 

Regime trolls 
counter Algeria 
protest activists 
TUNIS: Social networks set alight the months-long protest
movement against Algeria’s establishment, but as a con-
tentious presidential poll looms, bots and trolls are staging an
online comeback to bolster the regime. The protests which
erupted in February forced the resignation of veteran presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika within six weeks. Activists, who
have made savvy use of social media, vowed to continue
their struggle following Bouteflika’s departure and have
staged mass protests against a December 12 election they
see as an elite attempt to cling to power. Arabic and French
hashtags including  #FreeDemocraticAlgeria and
#TheyMustAllResign have gone viral online, echoing chants
in the streets as protesters urge a boycott of the presidential
poll. Algerians also took to Twitter and Facebook to ridicule
interim president Abdelkader Bensalah’s comments that the
impact of protests had been overblown. But with the
approach of the vote, anonymous trolls and automated bots
are sowing discord in an apparent bid to discredit the
protest movement and revive support for the regime.

‘Electronic flies’  
Immediately after the date of the presidential election was

announced in mid-September, two hashtags opposing the
protest movement’s boycott call appeared and quickly spread
on Twitter: #Algeria_vote and #Don’t_Speak_In_My_Name.
The protest movement has dubbed the trolls behind this
counter-offensive “electronic flies”, saying they also lodge
complaints against anti-establishment pages and posts, doc-
tor protesters’ slogans and slander activists. Marc Owen
Jones, an assistant professor at the Hamad Bin Khalifa
University in Doha who studies propaganda and disinforma-
tion on Arab social media networks, has analyzed some
20,000 tweets under these hashtags. A very high number of
accounts were “suspicious, generated by trolls or bots”, he
said. And “a significant number of accounts were created in
September, including a large proportion... in the space of just
two days,” he told AFP. These hashtags are “clear evidence of
a disinformation campaign”, Jones concluded.

Entrapped by posts  
Activists say they have also been targeted by false

reporting against their content, a tactic they say has led to
pages being suspended and the removal of purported legiti-
mate content. Social networks allow users to flag “indecent”
content, but regime opponents say multiple complaints can
automatically trigger suspensions and removals. Lokman,
who did not want to give his full name, is a cofounder of
“Fake News Dz”, a Facebook page which identifies false-
hoods spread on the Algerian net. He said his daily monitor-
ing has found “an organized campaign to report pages which
directly attack the establishment”. 

Said Salhi, vice-president of the Algerian League for
the Defense of Human Rights, lamented that “it’s impossible
to know who hides behind these attacks - their accounts
are anonymous”. Algerian Internet users have launched a
digital campaign denouncing Facebook’s policy, which they
accuse of undermining their freedom of expression. In
November, they organized sit-ins in front of the firm’s
offices in many European capitals. “Algerians rely on
Facebook to share their ideas in the face of an illegitimate
regime,” said one students’ association. Yet the social
media giant does not react to “hate speech by trolls”

against the protest movement, the association complained. 

‘Systematic arrests’ 
Salhi noted that unlike the pro-government players online,

activists do not hide their true identity, leaving them
exposed. Simple social media posts therefore sometimes land
government critics in jail, he said, pointing to the “systematic
arrest of bloggers”, activists or journalists in recent weeks.
Given the authorities’ lockdown of traditional media,
“Facebook is a last resort for activists, but it is also an infor-
mation space for the security services,” he warned. 

On Thursday, the prosecutor’s office in Oran, some 350
km west of Algiers, demanded 18 months jail time for
renowned cartoonist Abdelhamid Amine, whose dark depic-
tions of Algerian leaders have been an online hit. Human
Rights Watch has warned that police reports in court files
show “a special brigade on electronic crimes has been moni-
toring the social media activities” of some protest leaders.
The rights group warned that “the monitoring reports form
the basis for vaguely worded charges of harming state secu-
rity or undermining national unity.” — AFP 

Algeria prosecutor 
seeks heavy sentences 
against ex-premiers 
ALGIERS: The Algerian prosecutor’s office yesterday
requested 20-year prison sentences for several former
politicians accused of corruption, including two prime
ministers who served under ex-president Abdelaziz
Bouteflika, local media reported. The trial is the first result-
ing from sweeping investigations into graft allegations
launched after Bouteflika stepped down in April in the face
of mass protests which erupted in February against his bid
for a fifth term.

In all 19 defendants - two former premiers, other
prominent ex-politicians and automotive industry tycoons
- face charges ranging from money laundering to abuse of
office and granting undue privileges. The state prosecutor
is seeking a 20-year prison sentence for ex-premiers
Ahmed Ouyahia and Abdelmalek Sellal, local media
reported. A similar sentence is requested for former indus-
try minister Abdeslam Bouchouareb, who is being tried in
absentia as he has fled abroad. It is the first time since
Algeria’s independence from France in 1962 that former
prime ministers have been put on trial. Both Ouyahia and
Sellal have denied the accusations against them. The trial
opened on Wednesday and a verdict was expected late
yesterday or early today, according to lawyers. Former
industry ministers Mahdjoub Bedda and Youcef Yousfi are
each facing 15 years in jail, while the prosecution is seek-
ing eight-year prison sentences for other defendants,
according to the Algerian media reports.

Also standing trial was Ali Haddad, former head of the
main Algerian employer organisation, the Forum of
Business Leaders (FCE), and Mohamed Bairi, CEO of the
Ival group which owns industrial vehicle plant Iveco. The
defendants also include automotive industry tycoons
Ahmed Mazouz and Hassane Arbaoui, as well as former
public works and transport minister Abdelghani Zaalane.
Defense lawyers have boycotted the trial, alleging the pro-
ceedings are “politicized” and surrounded by a climate of
“settling scores”. The state prosecutor has also demanded
that the property of the defendants be seized, and called
for an international arrest warrant to be issued against
Bouchouareb. — AFP 

GAZA: Palestinian boys pull shards of glass from a broken window in their home near the site of Israeli
overnight attacks yesterday. — AFP 

BALYUN, Syria: A wedding dress is seen in the destroyed
window of a bridal shop in a damaged building in north-
western Idlib province yesterday, a day after a Russian
airstrike on a market in the village. — AFP 

Preacher Bonnke, 
popular across 
Africa, dies at 79
WASHINGTON: German evangelical preacher Reinhard
Bonnke, who claimed to perform miracles on stage and had
a huge following in Africa, died on Saturday aged 79, his
church said. Bonnke, the founder of the Christ for All
Nations church, first visited Africa in the 1960s and
preached across the continent for decades, often at open-
air events. The obituary on his website claimed Bonnke
had drawn 1.6 million people to one gathering in Lagos,
Nigeria in 2000, and that he had converted 79 million
people during his career.

“Hundreds of millions of people from nearly every
nation in Africa have heard Evangelist Bonnke’s clear, fiery
presentation,” the obituary said. “The crowds were drawn
to much more than Bonnke’s passionate oratory. From the
very beginning, the multi-day events were marked by pro-
found miracles.”

Bonnke, who lived in the United States, claimed to raise
the dead, and to cure the deaf, blind and disabled - often
attracting criticism and anger from skeptics, other faiths
and more traditional Christian churches. But Nigerian
President Muhammadu Buhari said that Bonnke’s “leg-
endary contributions to the body of Christ in teaching and
writing will always be remembered by posterity”.
“Bonnke’s crusades in Nigeria, across Africa and the globe
strongly accentuated the message of Jesus Christ,” Buhari
added in a Twitter statement.

Bonnke’s wife Anni  said in a message on his
Facebook page that “he passed away peacefully, sur-
rounded by his family”. — AFP

ALGIERS: Algerians wave a national flag from a balcony as they watch anti-government demonstrators
march in the capital on Dec 6, 2019, ahead of the presidential vote scheduled for Dec 12. — AFP 


