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LONDON: Britain has urged all social media platforms to
join Instagram and curb self-harm posts after a UK teen
who went online to read about suicide took her own life.
The Facebook-owned picture sharing platform’s ban on
“graphic” content was announced following a meeting
Thursday between its global chief Adam Mosseri and UK
Health Secretary Matt Hancock. British teen Molly Russell
took her own life in 2017. The 14-year-old’s social media
history revealed that she followed accounts about depres-
sion and suicide. The case sparked a vigorous debate in
Britain about parental control and state regulation of chil-
dren’s social media use. British Prime Minister Theresa
May welcomed the move “and encourages other platforms
to take the same approach,” her spokeswoman said Friday.

Molly’s parents did not directly blame Instagram for the
loss of their daughter. But her father Ian cited the easy access
to such posts on Instagram and Pinterest-a newer site also
built around images-as a contributing factor that platforms
must not ignore. “The more I looked (into her online accounts),
the more there was that chill horror that I was getting a
glimpse into something that had such profound effects on my

lovely daughter,” Ian Russell told The Times last month. He
called Instagram’s decision Thursday “encouraging”. “I hope
that the company acts swiftly to implement these plans and
make good on their commitments,”
Ian Russell said.

Cry for help 
Instagram’s Mosseri said the

changes followed a comprehen-
sive review involving experts
and academics on children’s
mental health issues. “I joined
the company more than 10 years
ago and we were primarily
focused on all of the good that
came out of connecting people,”
Mosseri told The Telegraph newspaper. “But if I am honest
we were under-focused on the risks of connecting so
many people. That’s a lesson we have learned over the last
few years.”

Instagram has never allowed posts that promote or

encourage suicide or self-harm. But it will now ban “graph-
ic self-harm” images and remove references to less explicit
posts about people hurting themselves from its searches

and recommendations. It will
also clamp down on hashtags-
words featuring a “#” that
mark a trending topic-relating
to suicide. The measures are
meant to make such posts
more difficult to find for
depressed teens who might
have suicidal tendencies. “We
are not removing this type of
content from Instagram entire-
ly,” said Mosseri. “We don’t
want to stigmatize or isolate

people who may be in distress and posting self-harm relat-
ed content as a cry for help.”

‘Careful regulation’ 
Social media platforms are coming under increasing

scrutiny as they expand in reach and cultural influence.
Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg said last year that he
thought more regulation of the industry was “inevitable”
because of the internet’s size. “My position is not that
there should be no regulation,” Zuckerberg told an April
2018 US congressional hearing. “But I also think that you
have to be careful about regulation you put in place.”
Instagram’s Mosseri told The Telegraph that he supported
statutes being considered by the British government “as a
concept”.

“There is a lot of regulation already,” said Mosseri. “We
think it’s important to collaborate with policymakers so
that ... whatever legislation or processes they put in place
work, make sense.” The UK government will this month
publish a “white paper” on harmful online behavior that
will be used as guideline for possible oversight rules. “The
task is to design a system of oversight that preserves what
is best and most innovative about the online companies
but which also insists that they do what they can to keep
the users of their services safe,” Culture Minister Jeremy
Wright wrote in The Times. — AFP 
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US Muslim executed
WASHINGTON: A US Muslim man has been executed
after the Supreme Court denied a request to halt the
sentence over his demand to be accompanied by an
imam to the death chamber. Domineque Ray, 42, was
put to death in the southern state of Alabama for the
1995 rape and murder of Tiffany Harville, 15. “Due to
the nature of his crime, the decision of a jury to con-
demn him to death and because our legal system has
worked as designed, Mr Ray’s sentence was carried
out,” Alabama Governor Kay Ivey said in a statement.
The execution occurred Thursday after the country’s
highest court denied a request for a stay of execution.
Alabama carries out the death penalty by lethal injec-
tion. The Supreme Court’s ruling lifted a last-minute
stay which Ray had won on Wednesday from a federal
appeals court. — AFP  

7 Muslim men jailed 
NEW DELHI: An Indian court has sentenced seven
Muslim men to life in prison for the murder of two
Hindu men in 2013 in the northern state of Uttar
Pradesh, an incident that had sparked religious riots
killing about 65 people and displacing thousands. The
riots began in the district of Muzaffarnagar, 130 km
northeast of New Delhi, and spread to other areas in
the country’s most populous state months before the
2014 election won by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
Hindu nationalist party. A court in Muzaffarnagar sen-
tenced the men after they were found guilty of killing
the two Hindus in the village of Kawal on Aug. 27, 2013,
prosecutor Rajeev Sharma said. — Reuters

5 killed in Ukraine 
DONETSK: Pro-Russian separatists in eastern
Ukraine said yesterday that four of their fighters had
been killed by Kiev’s forces, while Ukraine announced
the death of one of its soldiers. The toll in the last 24
hours was the highest since the latest fragile ceasefire
entered force in the war-torn region on December 29.
The conflict between the Ukrainian government and
breakaway Moscow-backed rebels began in 2014 after
Moscow annexed Crimea and has already claimed
some 13,000 lives. Senior rebel representative Eduard
Basurin said that four fighters were killed by Ukrainian
forces on Friday in the south of the Donetsk region. He
said no civilians were injured. Dmytro Gutsulyak, press
secretary of Ukraine’s defense ministry, said at a brief-
ing yesterday that “one of our troops was killed” on
Friday as rebels carried out nine “provocative
shellings” of Ukrainian positions. — AFP 

Massive drug bust 
SYDNEY: Australian and US authorities yesterday
announced they had seized around a billion dollars
worth of methylamphetamine-or “ice”-in a bust that
revealed new ties between Mexican cartels and Aussie
biker gangs. The Australian Federal Police said that a
joint investigation led the US Immigration and Customs
Enforcement to uncover 1.7 tonnes of drugs in
California last month. US authorities said the illicit car-
go-with a street value of AUS$1.29 billion, or US$900
million-was hidden in two shipping containers carrying
audio equipment bound for Australia. After a series of
raids this month, two US nationals and four Australians
were arrested this week in the Melbourne and Sydney
areas. They face various charges, including attempting
to import illegal drugs, and face maximum sentences of
life in prison in Australia if convicted. — AFP

Palestinian arrested 
JERUSALEM: A Palestinian suspected of having killed
a young Israeli woman has been arrested in a raid in
the West Bank city of Ramallah, an Israeli police
spokesman said yesterday. The body of Ori Ansbaher,
19, was found on Thursday evening in the south of
Jerusalem, and she was buried on Friday in the Israeli
settlement of Tekoa. The suspect comes from the flash-
point city of Hebron in the south of the occupied West
Bank, police said. All other details of the woman’s
killing remain the subject of an Israeli gag order.
Previous Israeli statements about her murder came
only from top diplomats and politicians. Israel’s ambas-
sador to the United Nations, Danny Danon, accused
the UN Security Council of staying silent in the face of
what he charged was the complicity of the Palestinian
Authority (PA) of president Mahmud Abbas in such
attacks.  — AFP 
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US in contact with 
Venezuelan army, 
urging defections 
WASHINGTON: The United States is holding direct communications with
members of Venezuela’s military urging them to abandon President Nicolas
Maduro and is also preparing new sanctions aimed at increasing pressure
on him, a senior White House official said. The Trump administration
expects further military defections from Maduro’s side, the official told
Reuters in an interview, despite only a few senior officers having done so
since opposition leader Juan Guaido declared himself interim president last
month, earning the recognition of the United States and dozens of other
countries. 

“We believe these to be those first couple pebbles before we start real-
ly seeing bigger rocks rolling down the hill,” the official said this week,
speaking on condition of anonymity. “We’re still having conversations with
members of the former Maduro regime, with military members, although
those conversations are very, very limited.”

The official declined to provide details on the discussions or the level at
which they are being held, and it was unclear whether such contacts could
create cracks in the Venezuelan socialist leader’s support from the military,
which is pivotal to his grip on power. With the Venezuelan military still
apparently loyal to Maduro, a source in Washington close to the opposi-
tion expressed doubts whether the Trump administration has laid enough
groundwork to spur a wider mutiny in the ranks where many officers are
suspected of benefiting from corruption and drug trafficking.

Members of the South American country’s security forces fear they or
their families could be targeted by Maduro if they defect, so the US would
need to offer them something that could outweigh those concerns, said
Eric Farnsworth, vice president of the Council of the Americas think tank in
Washington. “It depends on what they’re offering,” Farnsworth said. “Are
there incentives built into these contacts that will at least cause people to
question their loyalty to the regime?” Guaido says the May 2018 vote in
which Maduro won a second term as president was a sham and on Jan. 23
invoked a constitutional provision to declare himself president, promising
free and fair elections.

The US government also sees European allies as likely to do more to
prevent Maduro from transferring or hiding Venezuela government assets
held outside the country, the U.S. official said. Major European countries
have joined the United States in backing Guaido but they have stopped
short of the sweeping oil sanctions and financial measures that Washington
has imposed. — Reuters

Jihadists get life 
for deadly 2015 
Tunisia attacks 
TUNIS: A Tunisian court has sentenced seven jihadists to
life in prison over attacks at a museum and on a beach in
2015 that killed 60 people, many of them British tourists,
prosecutors said yesterday. Dozens of defendants faced
two separate trials over the closely linked shootings, which
occurred just months apart in Tunis and Sousse, but many
were acquitted. Four were sentenced to life in prison for
the shooting rampage at a Sousse tourist resort in June
2015, which killed 38 people, mostly British tourists. 

Five other defendants in the Sousse case were handed
jail terms ranging from six months to six years, while 17
were acquitted, prosecution spokesman Sofiene Sliti said.
Three were given life sentences for the earlier attack in
March 2015 at the capital’s Bardo National Museum, in
which two gunmen killed 21 foreign tourists and a Tunisian
security guard. Others found guilty of links to the Bardo
attack were sentenced to prison terms ranging from one to
16 years, and a dozen defendants were acquitted, Sliti said.

The prosecution will appeal, he added. One of the
lawyers for relatives of French victims in the Bardo attack,
Gerard Chemla, expressed “enormous bitterness” that the
families had not been given more input into the proceed-
ings. He said a live feed of Friday’s hearing had brought
some degree of comfort but lamented that the relatives of
those killed had not been compensated. Chemla said he
was “satisfied” that the court had handed down no death
sentences, even though Tunisia retains the death penalty
for terrorism offences despite carrying out no executions
since the 1990s. 

‘Duty to IS’ 
The court heard that the two attacks, both claimed by the

Islamic State group (IS), were closely linked.  Several defen-
dants pointed to the fugitive Chamseddine Sandi as master-
mind of both. According to Tunisian media, Sandi was killed
in a US air strike in neighboring Libya in February 2016,
although there has been no confirmation. Among those who
were facing trial were six security personnel accused of fail-
ing to provide assistance to people in danger during the
Sousse attack. That shooting was carried out by Seifeddine
Rezgui, who opened fire on a beach before rampaging into a
high-end hotel, where he continued to fire a kalashnikov and
throw grenades until being shot dead by police. Four French

nationals, four Italians, three Japanese and two Spaniards
were among those killed in the Bardo attack, before the two
gunmen, armed with Kalashnikov assault rifles, were them-
selves shot dead. Investigations showed one of the gunmen,
Yassine Laabidi-who was born in 1990 and was from a poor
district near Tunis-had amphetamines in his body. His fellow
attacker Jaber Khachnaoui, born in 1994 and from Tunisia’s
deprived Kasserine region, had travelled to Syria in
December 2014 via Libya.

One suspect questioned in court, Tunis labourer
Mahmoud Kechouri, said he had helped plan the Bardo
attack, including preparing mobile phones for Sandi, a
neighbor and longtime friend. Kechouri, 33, said he was
driven by a “duty to participate in the emergence of the
caliphate,” that IS supremo Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi pro-
claimed in June 2014 across swathes of territory the
jihadists controlled in Iraq and neighboring Syria. Other
defendants accused of helping prepare the attack said
they had only discussed ideas with friends. Several alleged
they were tortured in detention.

‘Helps turn the page’
Survivors and relatives in France and Belgium, who

watched the live feed of Friday’s hearing, said it had helped
them to turn the page. “It was important for us to see, and
especially to hear-to try to understand the role” of each
defendant, said one French survivor. “Arriving at the end of
the process will help us to turn the page, even if we can
never forget.” The Sousse attack, which killed 30 Britons,
is also the subject of proceedings in front of the Royal
Courts of Justice in London, which is seeking to establish
what happened. After holding inquests into the British
deaths in January and February 2017, judge Nicholas
Loraine-Smith concluded that the response of Tunisian
police was “at best shambolic, at worst cowardly”.

There have been significant improvements in security at
Tunisian tourist resorts since the massacre and, in July
2017, Britain lifted its warning against “all but essential
travel” to the North African country.  The attacks and
resulting travel warnings dealt a devastating blow to
Tunisia’s vital tourism sector from which it has taken time
to recover. Since a 2011 uprising that toppled dictator Zine
El Abidine Ben Ali, jihadist attacks in Tunisia have killed
dozens of members of the security forces. Thousands of
Tunisians have also travelled abroad to join jihadist organ-
izations, according to the United Nations. — AFP 

15 killed in New 
Year knife 
rampage and
arson attack 
BEIJING: Fifteen people were killed in China on
the night of the Lunar New Year in two family
tragedies, after one man started a fire and
another went on a knife rampage. As people
celebrated to welcome in the Year of the Pig
Monday night, a man surnamed Lu set fire to
the home of his brother in the northern province
of Shaanxi, killing seven, according to police in
the town of Baoji. The brother, his wife, their

fathers and their three children died in the blaze,
police said on the Twitter-like Weibo platform. A
few hours after the incident police arrested the
suspect, who had just tried to kill himself.
During the same night, a man surnamed Guo,
who suspected his wife of adultery, stabbed
eight people to death and injured seven in a vil-
lage in the northwest province of Gansu,
according to police in the commune of Baiyin.

The man, aged 49, has been arrested. The
identities of the victims have not been released.
Knife attacks are common in China, where the
carrying of firearms is strictly regulated. Violent
crime has been on the rise as the economy has
boomed in recent decades and the gap between
rich and poor has widened rapidly. Studies have
also described a rise in the prevalence of mental
disorders, some of them linked to stress as the
pace of life becomes faster and support systems
wither. — AFP 

TUNIS: In this file photo, roses are seen on bloodstains in front of the National Bardo Museum in Tunis on March
19, 2015 during a demonstration in solidarity with the victims of an attack on the museum. — AFP 

BEIJING: People burn incense as they pray for good fortune at the Yonghegong, or Lama
Temple in Beijing on the fifth day of the Lunar New Year. — AFP 


