
Algerian ex-PMs 
get heavy jail 
for corruption 
ALGIERS: An Algerian court sentenced two former
prime ministers to long jail terms yesterday in the
first of a series of high-profile corruption trials
launched after longtime president Abdelaziz
Bouteflika resigned in the face of mass protests in
April. The verdicts came just two days before Algeria
is due to elect a president to replace Bouteflika in a
vote bitterly opposed by the country’s nine-month-
old protest movement, which sees it as a regime ploy
to cling to power.

Former prime ministers Ahmed Ouyahia and
Abdelmalek Sellal, who were both close to the ousted
president, were sentenced to 15 years and 12 years
respectively. It was the first time since Algeria’s inde-
pendence from France in 1962 that former prime min-
isters were put on trial. The state prosecutor had
sought 20-year prison sentences for the two ex-pre-
miers. In all, 19 defendants were tried on charges
ranging from money laundering to abuse of office and
granting undue privileges in the nascent vehicle
assembly industry.

‘Nepotism and favoritism’ 
The Algerian automotive sector got its start in

2014, via partnerships between foreign groups and
large Algerian corporations, many of which are owned
by businessmen linked to Bouteflika’s entourage. One
former industry minister, Abdeslam Bouchouareb,
who is on the run abroad, was sentenced in absentia

to 20 years. Two other former industry ministers,
Mahdjoub Bedda and Youcef Yousfi, were handed 10-
year terms. Businessman Ali Haddad, founder and
CEO of private construction firm ETRHB and former
head of Algeria’s main employers’ organization, was
sentenced to seven years.

And three businessmen who own vehicle assembly
plants - Ahmed Mazouz, Hassen Arbaoui and
Mohamed Bairi - were sentenced to seven years, six
years and three years respectively. The prosecutor
denounced a sector dominated by nepotism and
favoritism, describing businessmen who “managed
front companies while benefiting from undue tax, cus-
toms and land benefits”. The automotive scandal cost
the treasury more than 128 billion dinars (Ä975 mil-
lion), according to the official APS news agency.

Defense lawyers boycotted the trial, alleging the
proceedings were “politicized” and impacted by a cli-
mate of “settling scores”. The defendants protested
their innocence and spent the trial shifting blame
among themselves. Before the court retired to delib-
erate, former prime minister Sellal broke down in
tears and begged for leniency, saying, “I don’t have
much time left to live.” In closing remarks Sunday, the
prosecutor said the trial sent the message that Algeria
had changed this year and that “we are here to apply
the will of the people”.

‘Children of the system’ 
But the high-profile prosecutions have done little

to win over the protesters, who have continued to
take to the streets since Bouteflika’s resignation,
demanding the total dismantling of the military-domi-
nated system that has ruled Algeria since independ-
ence. Many fear the trials are little more than a high-
level purge in a struggle between still-powerful

regime insiders, rather than a genuine effort to reform
the state.

The military high command, which has long wield-
ed power from behind the scenes, has now been
forced to take a visible, frontline role in government -
but has rejected the demands of protesters and civil
society for sweeping reforms. It has paid little atten-
tion to popular calls to replace the constitution that
served to legitimise Bouteflika’s grip on power.
Instead, the army has pushed for a swift election to
pick a replacement for Bouteflika, saying it is the only
route to resolving the political crisis.

While no opinion polls have been published,
observers expect high levels of abstention, in keep-
ing with previous elections in a political system seen
by voters as rigid and unaccountable. The five can-
didates in the poll have run low-key campaigns. All
are considered “children of the system”, having
either supported Bouteflika or participated in his
government - two as ministers and two as prime
ministers.  —AFP
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Gunman kills self 
after deadly Czech 
hospital rampage 
PRAGUE: A gunman killed
himself yesterday after
shooting dead six patients
at a hospital in the eastern
Czech city of Ostrava, in
what the premier has
called “an immense
tragedy”. The attacker
gunned down people at
close range at the trauma
ward of the Faculty
Hospital in Ostrava, a steel
hub located some 300 km
east of Prague. Four men
and two women died dur-
ing the assault, which
police said lasted only a
few seconds.

Two other people were
seriously wounded - one is in a critical condition after being
shot in the head and the other is past the worst following
surgery, rescue services said. A third person sustained light
injuries. The gunman had chased children out of the waiting
room before opening fire, according to the DNES broad-
sheet daily. Police said they had not yet determined what
drove the 42-year-old to launch the attack but reports sug-
gested he was mentally unstable.

“I was told the dead victims were people sitting in the
waiting room of the trauma ward. Fortunately, there were
not as many as usual,” Prime Minister Andrej Babis told
local media in the immediate aftermath of the shooting. “The
gunman was allegedly shooting from a close range, aiming
at the head and neck.” The shooter then fled the scene in a
silver Renault Laguna car, sparking a police hunt involving
hundreds of officers and two helicopters. “His mother coop-
erated with the police - he came home, told her he had shot
people and that he was going to shoot himself now,” Babis
said at the site of the crime after travelling to Ostrava.

‘A catastrophe’ 
The man had turned the gun on himself inside the vehicle

as police were about to capture him in a village just north-
west of Ostrava, regional police chief Tomas Kuzel said. “We
identified the gunman using hospital cameras. We deployed
two helicopters, identified his car... and when one helicopter
descended over the car, he shot himself in the head,” Kuzel
told reporters. Interior Minister Jan Hamacek said the man
died despite resuscitation efforts.

Police said the gunman had used the Czech-made nine-
millimetre semi-automatic CZ 75 pistol in the attack, which
took place shortly after 0600 GMT. “As far as we know, the
man is not in our database of legal gun owners,” Kuzel said,
adding there was no indication that he had an accomplice.
The man had three entries in his criminal record for violence
and theft, said Kuzel. Czech media identified the killer as a
builder from the nearby Opava district.

His boss, named as Ales Zygula, told the public Czech
Radio that the attacker had “decided he was seriously ill and
that no one wanted to treat him”. “We noticed a slight
change in his behavior,” he added. Prior to his death, police
had urged “maximum possible caution” as they tweeted
pictures of the man who had thick black hair and was wear-
ing a red and black jacket and trainers. —AFP

Ahmed Ouyahia Abdelmalek Sellal

This handout image shows
a suspected gunman who
opened fire at the Faculty
Hospital in Ostrava. —AFP

PARIS: (From left) Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, French President Emmanuel Macron and Russian President Vladimir Putin give a press conference after a summit on Ukraine at the Elysee
Palace on Monday.—AFP

PARIS: Russian leader Vladimir Putin
and Ukrainian counterpart Volodymyr
Zelensky on Monday held their first
face-to-face talks at a summit in Paris
which agreed some measures to de-
escalate the Ukraine conflict but
clinched no major breakthrough on end-
ing the five-year war. Host French
President Emmanuel Macron, joined by
German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
hailed the progress after some eight
hours of talks at the Elysee Palace on
ending the conflict between pro-
Moscow separatists and Ukrainian
forces in the east of Ukraine.

Four-way talks at the Elysee Palace
were followed by the first ever bilateral
meeting between wily ex-KGB agent
Putin - in power for two decades - and
ex-comedian Zelensky who won the
presidency this year. A joint statement
by all four parties said they agreed to
implement a full ceasefire and proceed
with a new withdrawal of forces from
conflict zones by March 2020.

Putin hailed the outcome as an
“important step” towards a de-escala-
tion in the east of Ukraine. But Zelensky
candidly admitted that despite the
impressive symbolism of his first meeting
with Putin and the first such four-way
summit in three years, he had wanted

more. “Many questions were tackled and
my counterparts have said it is a very
good result for a first meeting. But I will
be honest - it is very little, I wanted to
resolve a larger number of problems,” he
said after the talks in Paris.

‘Open wound’ 
Thousands have been killed and one

million have fled their homes since pro-
Russia militias in eastern Ukraine
launched a bid for independence in 2014
- kicking off a conflict that deepened
Russia’s estrangement from the West.
Separatists seized control of the Donetsk
and Lugansk regions shortly after
Russia’s annexation of the Ukrainian
peninsula of Crimea. 

The issue of Crimea, whose seizure gave
Putin a popularity boost at home but led to
international sanctions being imposed
against Moscow, was not on the table at
this summit. The joint statement said the
sides committed “to a full and comprehen-
sive implementation of the ceasefire,
strengthened by the implementation of all
necessary ceasefire support measures,
before the end of the year 2019”.

It added that three additional disen-
gagement areas should be agreed in east
Ukraine, “with the aim of disengaging
forces and equipment by the end of

March 2020”. Zelensky said a new
exchange of prisoners would take place
between Ukraine and pro-Moscow sep-
aratists by the end of this year. But in a
sign that more advances were needed,
Macron said a new summit would be
held in four months to take stock of
progress on ending the conflict.

“The process is moving in the right
direction,” said Putin, adding that “Russia
would do all that it can so that this con-
flict comes to an end”. Macron argued
that the sheer fact the meeting had taken
place was an achievement. “The fact we
are here together side-by-side is some-
thing important,” he said, describing the
conflict as an “open wound at the heart
of the European continent”. “We have a
lot of work to do but I have the impres-
sion that there is goodwill to resolve the
difficult questions,” said Merkel.

Under pressure 
The Kremlin has sent signals that it is

ready to work with Zelensky, whom
Putin has described as “likeable” and
“sincere”. But there was no sign of
warmth between the two men at the
midnight press conference, with the pair
sitting at opposite ends of the table and
with Macron and Merkel between them.
Monday’s summit sought to implement

accords signed in Minsk in 2015 that
called for the withdrawal of heavy
weapons, the restoration of Kiev’s con-
trol over its borders, wider autonomy for
Donetsk and Lugansk, and the holding of
local elections. The key shortcoming of
the summit appeared to be the failure to
agree any timetable for the holding of
the local elections - with Kiev failing to
win concessions from Moscow - and
also the lack of agreement on control of
the border. The summit has been a huge-
ly delicate event for everyone involved -
but particularly for Zelensky, who came
to power after starring in a comedy
show about a school teacher who sud-
denly becomes president.

About 200 demonstrators spent the
night in tents outside the Ukrainian pres-
ident’s office, seeking to put pressure on
Zelensky not to “capitulate” to his
Russian counterpart. For Macron, the
summit was a centerpiece of an increas-
ingly bold foreign policy he is driving
despite troubles at home, where trans-
port workers have been on strike for
days in a dispute over pension reforms.
Macron, who shocked NATO allies last
month by saying the alliance was suffer-
ing “brain death,” has made clear his
belief that Europe needs a strategic
partnership with Russia. —AFP

EU welcomes Ukraine talks, urges concrete progress


