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MP Rakan Al-Nasef said the referral confirms con-
cerns raised by lawmakers in the past.

Meanwhile, the National Assembly looks set today for
an unprecedented legal battle over whether the member-
ship of opposition members Waleed Al-Tabtabaei and
Jamaan Al-Harbash should be revoked or not after two
important court rulings. The issue seems to have been
complicated even further yesterday after Tabtabaei filed a
motion to the constitutional court asking it to stop the
implementation of a ruling it issued last month in which it
said article 16 of the Assembly’s internal charter is uncon-
stitutional.

Although it is unlikely that the court will change its
opinion on the ruling, it may delay a planned Assembly
debate for today over how to implement the key judg-
ment. Opposition MP Mohammad Al-Dallal, who is a
lawyer, said yesterday that after the constitutional court
accepted the motion by Tabtabaei, it is likely that the
Assembly could delay its debate on the fate of the mem-
bership of the two lawmakers until another session.

The constitutional court ruling on article 16 effectively
annulled a vote by the Assembly in October that main-

tained the membership of Tabtabaei and Harbash even
after they were sent to jail in a final verdict for storming
the Assembly building during a protest. That Assembly
vote was based on article 16. The Assembly may however
decide to debate the issue in its session today, and MPs
must decide whether the membership of the two MPs is
still legal and holding.

There are two groups in the house - the first insists
that the court ruling does not mean revoking the mem-
bership of the two MPs because the Assembly decision
was taken before the court ruling. This group considers
the ruling as an infringement on the powers of the
Assembly and violates the constitution. The other group
says that the court ruling must be implemented immedi-
ately by revoking the membership of the two lawmakers.

Also, the Assembly’s legal and legislative committee
again delayed a crucial vote on the constitutional status
of a grilling filed in November against the prime minister.
The committee was asked to review the grilling to decide
if it violated the constitution as claimed by the govern-
ment. MP Shuaib Al-Muwaizri, who filed the grilling, has
refused to attend the committee’s meetings. The issue was
supposed to be debated today.

MP Riyadh Al-Adasani yesterday urged the Assembly
to pass the early retirement law in its original form and
not after the amendments that were pushed by the gov-
ernment. Adasani said that it was illogical that the
Assembly has to accept changing a law that was passed
in the previous term by 43 lawmakers out of 50.
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to say she had fled her family. “Thailand is a land of
smiles. We will not send anyone to die,” he said. “We will
take care of her as best as we can.” Qunun had earlier
posted a video on Twitter of her barricading her hotel
room door with furniture in a bid to stop her deportation
from Thailand.

She said Saudi and Kuwaiti officials had taken her
passport from her when she landed - a claim backed by
Phil Robertson, deputy Asia director at Human Rights
Watch. Abdulilah Al-Shouaibi, charge d’affaires at the
Saudi embassy in Bangkok, told Saudi-owned TV chan-
nel Khalijia that the woman’s father - a senior regional
government official - had contacted the diplomatic mis-
sion for “help” bringing her back. But he denied that her
passport had been seized and that embassy officials
were present inside the airport. A Twitter statement from
the Saudi embassy in Bangkok said Qunun was stopped
by Thai authorities for “violating the law”.

The ultraconservative Saudi kingdom has long been
criticized for imposing some of the world’s toughest
restrictions on women. That includes a guardianship sys-
tem that allows men to exercise arbitrary authority to
make decisions on behalf of their female relatives. In
addition to facing punishment for “moral” crimes, women
can also become the target of “honor killings” at the
hands of their families, activists say.

If sent back, Qunun told AFP she would likely be
imprisoned and was “sure 100 percent” her family would
kill her. “My family is strict and locked me in a room for
six months just for cutting my hair,” she said. She told
Reuters via text and audio messages she had fled Kuwait
during a family visit there, and had planned to travel to

Australia to seek asylum. She said she was held after
leaving her plane in Bangkok and told she would be sent
back to Kuwait. “They will kill me,” Qunun told Reuters.
“My life is in danger. My family threatens to kill me for
the most trivial things.”

Qunun said her family was powerful in Saudi society
but she did not identify them. Asked why she was seek-
ing refuge in Australia, she told Reuters: “Physical,
emotional and verbal abuse and being imprisoned
inside the house for months. They threaten to kill me
and prevent me from continuing my education. They
won’t let me drive or travel. I am oppressed. I love life
and work and I am very ambitious but my family is pre-
venting me from living.”

Qunun said she had obtained an Australian visa and
booked a flight. She said she had planned to spend a few
days in Thailand so she would not spark suspicion when
she left Kuwait. Surachate, however, said that Qunun did
not have a visa for Australia. The Australian Embassy
said it had no immediate comment.

HRW’s Robertson said Qunun “faces grave harm if
she is forced back to Saudi Arabia”. “Given Saudi
Arabia’s long track record of looking the other way in
so-called honor violence incidents, her worry that she
could be killed if returned cannot be ignored,” he said.
“She has clearly stated that she has renounced Islam
which also puts her at serious risk of prosecution by the
Saudi Arabian government.”

An Australian government spokesman said the claims
made by Qunun “that she may be harmed if returned to
Saudi Arabia are deeply concerning” and they are moni-
toring the case “closely”. Australian embassy representa-
tives in Bangkok have reached out to Thai authorities
and the UNHCR to “seek assurances” that she will be
able to access the “refugee status determination
process”. The UNHCR said that according to the princi-
ple of non-refoulement, asylum seekers cannot be
returned to their country of origin if their life is under
threat. — Agencies 
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The case marks the first time Spacey has faced
sexual misconduct charges, although there are dozens
of claims against him. They come more than 13
months after the complaint was filed, the latest chap-
ter in Hollywood’s reckoning over sexual assault and
harassment that has already seen television icon Bill
Cosby jailed and movie mogul Harvey Weinstein
indicted. 

Spacey’s alleged victim was working as a bus boy
for the summer in Nantucket and had remained in the
bar after his shift finished to see his hero.  After meet-
ing the actor and telling him he was 23 years old - the
legal drinking age is 21 in Massachusetts - he said he
started drinking first beer and then whiskey at
Spacey’s urging. 

The actor then allegedly invited him back to his
place, along with some other friends. The young man
declined, suspecting the actor was trying to seduce
him. But he stayed at the bar in the hopes of getting a
picture with Spacey. It was then that the actor began
sexually molesting the young man, according to court
filings.

The two-time Oscar winner - recognized for his
supporting role in “Usual Suspects” in 1996 and his
lead role in “American Beauty” in 2000 - was consid-
ered one of the finest actors of his generation. His

career nosedived following allegations of sexual mis-
conduct by more than a dozen men in the United
States and Britain. Forced out of public life, Spacey
posted a video online in December in which he dis-
cussed allegations of sexual abuse in character as
Frank Underwood, the scheming politician he played
in “House of Cards” before the show dropped him. 

“You wouldn’t believe the worst without evidence,
would you? You wouldn’t rush to judgments without
facts, would you? Did you? No, not you. You’re
smarter than that,” Spacey said in the video. “Of
course, some believed everything and have been just
waiting with bated breath to hear me confess it all.
They’re just dying to have me declare that everything
said is true and that I got what I deserved. Only you
and I both know it’s never that simple, not in politics
and not in life.”

In addition to the Nantucket case, two other inves-
tigations are underway in Los Angeles and London,
where Spacey served as artistic director of the pres-
tigious Old Vic theater from 2004 to 2015. Mexican
actor Roberto Cavazos, who performed in several Old
Vic productions, said it seemed that “it only took a
male under 30 to make Mr Spacey feel free to touch
us”. 

The first public allegation of abuse came from
actor Anthony Rapp, who claimed that Spacey sexu-
ally assaulted him when Rapp was 14, in 1986. Spacey
has not appeared on the screen or on stage since
Rapp came forward. Director Ridley Scott even
removed Spacey from his film “All the Money in the
World” (2017) by shooting all scenes in which the
actor appeared again with another star, Christopher
Plummer. — AFP 
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of Creative Strategies. “More companies are going
to take kind of a cue from the marketing that Apple
has been doing.”

An estimated 74 million Americans have smart
speakers, according to the research firm eMarketer,
with Amazon and Google controlling the lion’s share
of the market. One of the fears of customers is that
these devices are always listening, potentially putting
privacy at risk. One device being launched at CES is
called Mute from a startup called Smarte, creating a

layer of protection to stop the devices from picking
up conversations not intended for queries.

French startup Snips is offering its own digital
assistant which can be installed on a device without
an Internet connection. “Customers are turning to us
because they don’t want to depend on Big Tech,”
said Snips founder Rand Hindi. Hindi said the argu-
ment from tech firms that they need user data to
make things work is false. “The only reason they
need your data is to target you (with ads) to the
maximum,” he said.

Analyst Bob O’Donnell of Technalysis Researchers
said more companies are starting to wake up to issues
surrounding privacy and data protection in light of the
revelations on Facebook and others over the past year.
“We’ve all started to become painfully aware of how
big (and far-reaching) the problem of data privacy is,”
O’Donnell said.  — AFP 

Privacy becomes 
a selling point...

LAGOS: Nigeria’s military was yesterday accused of
attacking press freedom after troops raided a newspa-
per for publishing a front-page story about its han-
dling of the Boko Haram insurgency. Computers were
seized and two journalists in the northeast city of
Maiduguri were detained following the Daily Trust sto-
ry about military plans to recapture the town of Baga
on the shores of Lake Chad. The army said it acted
because the newspaper had compromised national
security by publishing details of future operations
against the militants.

Soldiers and operatives from the secret police and
civil defense paramilitary raided the daily’s offices in
Maiduguri, the capital Abuja, and commercial hub,
Lagos, on Sunday. Army spokesman Brigadier-General

Sani Usman said the report “divulged classified mili-
tary information, thus undermining national security”.
He alleged it gave the Islamist extremists “early warn-
ing” and as a result “sabotaged the planned opera-
tions... putting the lives of troops in imminent and
clear danger”.

Usman, who has previously threatened the media
with legal action for publishing unofficial information
on the violence, said the action was conducted in good
faith. Operatives had only wanted to “invite” those
behind the report to discuss its implications, he added
in a statement late on Sunday. Daily Trust editor Mannir
Dan-Ali condemned the action as “unlawful” and said
the stand-off at the newspaper’s Abuja headquarters
lasted five hours.

President Muhammadu Buhari ordered an end to the
newspaper office siege, his spokesman said, which pro-
voked strong condemnation on social media and com-
parisons to media repression under decades of military
rule. Some commentators compared the action to
harassment of the media and censorship during former
army general Buhari’s previous time as military head of
state in the 1980s. In 2018 Nigeria ranked 119 in
Reporters Without Borders’ global press freedom
index, a notch lower than war-torn Afghanistan.

The Africa Program Coordinator at the Committee
to Protect Journalists, Angela Quintal, said the army’s
raid of the Daily Trust was “outrageous” and a “blatant
violation” of media and citizens’ rights. Amnesty
International Nigeria said the authorities had an “oblig-

ation to protect freedom of the press... as provided by
the constitution and international human rights laws”.

The Daily Trust was one of four newspapers that
were targeted under the previous administration of
president Goodluck Jonathan in 2014 after publishing
articles critical of the military. The newspaper last week
reported that Boko Haram, which the government has
repeatedly said is on the verge of defeat, had captured
six locations in northern Borno state, including Baga.
The claimed seizure came after months of attacks on
military bases in the remote region blamed on or
claimed by the Islamic State-backed faction of Boko
Haram, ISWAP. More than 27,000 people have been
killed in the violence since 2009 and more than 1.8 mil-
lion remain homeless. —  AFP 
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Security forces were deployed in the capital and will
remain there over the coming days in order to maintain
order, a government spokesman said. The Republican
Guard was stationed around the radio building, armored
vehicles blocked access to the area and a helicopter cir-
cled overhead, an AFP correspondent saw. In a rundown
district nearby, dozens of young people torched a car and
set fire to tyres, while the security forces fired teargas to
try to disperse them.

Elsewhere, much of the city appeared deserted, with
businesses closed and local and foreign companies telling
their workers to stay home. Internet access was also
briefly cut on government instructions, said an employee
of Canal+, one of the main internet providers. The dramat-
ic developments came as Bongo is living at a private resi-
dence in the Moroccan capital Rabat after suffering a
stroke. He made a televised speech on New Year’s Eve but
has not been in the country since October.

The rebel message was read on state radio by a person
who identified himself as Lieutenant Ondo Obiang Kelly,
describing himself as deputy commander of the
Republican Guard and head of a previously unknown
group, the Patriotic Youth Movement of the Gabonese
Defence and Security Forces. He announced a “national
restoration council” would be formed “to guarantee a
democratic transition for the Gabonese people”. The
movement “calls on all young people from forces for the
defence and security and Gabonese young people to join
us,” the officer said.

“We cannot abandon our homeland,” the officer said.

“The eagerly-awaited day has arrived when the army has
decided to put itself on the side of the people in order to
save Gabon from chaos. If you are eating, stop; if you are
having a drink, stop; if you are sleeping, wake up. Wake up
your neighbors... rise up as one and take control of the
street,” he said, calling on the people to seize public build-
ings and airports.

The African Union and France strongly condemned the
attempted coup and warned against any “unconstitution-
al” change of power in Gabon. The 59-year-old Bongo has
not been back to Gabon since he fell ill in Saudi Arabia on
Oct 24. In his absence, the Constitutional Court trans-
ferred part of the powers of the president to the prime
minister and the vice president.

The statement read out yesterday attacked the
arrangement as “illegitimate and illegal”. On Dec
31, Bongo addressed the country for the first time
since falling ill, saying in a recorded speech from
Morocco that he had “been through a difficult
period”. His critics seized on signs of apparent ill-
health, pointing to an address that was unusually
short, his slurred speech and a right hand that
seemed  s t i f f  and  immobi le . The  speech  was
“shameful”, the officer said in yesterday’s address,
describing Gabon as “country (which) has lost its
dignity”. 

The Bongo family has governed the equatorial African
nation for five decades. Bongo took over from his father
Omar, who took office in 1967 and gained the reputation
of a kleptocrat - one of the wealthiest men in the world,
with a fortune derived from Gabon’s oil wealth. He was
also a pillar of “Francafrique” - a now much-contested
strategy by which France bound itself to its former African
colonies through cronyism, often tainted with corruption
and rights abuses. Ali Bongo was elected head of state
after his father’s death in 2009. He was narrowly re-elect-
ed in 2016 following a presidential poll marred by deadly
violence and allegations of fraud. — AFP 
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GUWAHATI, India: Thousands in northeastern
India protested yesterday against a proposal to
grant citizenship to religious minorities in the
region, except Muslims, with critics attacking the
bill as prejudiced and a sop to Hindus before elec-
tions. Protesters burned copies of the legislation in
angry marches across Assam state, where millions
have settled in recent decades after fleeing neigh-
boring Muslim-majority nations.

The controversial bill would grant citizenship to
select groups - including Hindus, Christians and
Sikhs, but not Muslims - who have moved from
Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan and lived in
India for at least six years. The proposal has been
hotly contested in Assam, a hilly state that has wit-
nessed violence between settlers and indigenous
groups, who say they have lost land and jobs to the

newer entrants. The legislation could be tabled in
parliament as early as today, according to the Press
Trust of India news agency.

Critics say the bill, which offers preferential
treatment to certain groups seeking citizenship, is a
transparent pitch to voters as Hindu-majority India
prepares for the world’s largest election. Assam,
which is controlled by an alliance led by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu-right Bharatiya
Janata Party, is known for its lush tea estates and
rhino sanctuaries. But for decades it has been
plagued by violence between tribal and ethnic
groups indigenous to the state and settlers from
outside the region.

A small regional party in India quit Modi’s ruling
coalition yesterday. The Asom Gana Parishad (AGP),
based in Assam, has become the fourth ally to quit
the ruling National Democratic Alliance in the past
year, for a variety of reasons. “The home minister
clearly told us they will try to get this bill passed
tomorrow, so there’s no question us staying with the
BJP anymore,” AGP President Atul Bora told
reporters in New Delhi. — Agencies 
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GUWAHATI, India: Activists of the Assam Pradesh Congress committee shout slogans during a rally in protest
yesterday against Citizenship Amendment Bill 2016, which will provide citizenship or stay rights to minorities
from Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan in India. — AFP 


