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EU in talks with 
US over embassy
‘downgrade’
BRUSSELS: The European Union said yesterday it is in
talks with US officials after President Donald Trump’s
administration reportedly “downgraded” the bloc’s
embassy in Washington, in the latest blow to transatlantic
relations. The US State Department lowered the EU mis-
sion’s diplomatic status from member state to internation-
al organization late last year, according to a report by
German broadcaster Deutsche Welle.

The move apparently only came to light when the EU
ambassador in Washington did not receive an invitation to
the funeral of former US president George HW Bush in
December, DW reported. “We understand that there was a
recent change in the way the diplomatic precedence list is
implemented by the United States’ Protocol,” Maja
Kocijancic, spokeswoman for the European Commission’s
diplomatic service, told AFP in an email. “We are discussing
with the relevant services in the administration possible
implications for the EU Delegation in Washington.”

Kocijancic confirmed the EU was not notified of the
change and said the bloc expected “the diplomatic prac-
tice established some years ago to be observed”. The
news comes at a sensitive moment for EU-US relations,
with the bloc’s top trade negotiator Cecilia Malmstrom on
her way to Washington to try to breathe life into efforts to
strike a trade deal and calm raging commercial tensions.
Officials in Brussels hope Malmstrom’s talks with United
States Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer will per-
suade Trump away from slapping 25 percent tariffs on
European car imports, that would mostly affect Germany
and possibly spark a trade war. — AFP

Trump ramps up Mexico wall 
row with speech, border visit

Children 
tortured in 
Kurdistan for
‘IS links’
BAGHDAD: Security forces in Iraqi
Kurdistan have been “torturing children”
to force them to confess to having links
with the jihadist Islamic State group,
Human Rights Watch said yesterday. The
rights group said it interviewed 23 boys
aged between 14 and 17 who were
charged with, or convicted of, belonging
to IS, and that 16 of them said they had
been “tortured” during questioning.

Some boys said members of the
Kurdish security forces known as
Asayesh beat them with plastic pipes,
electric cables or rods while others said
they were subjected to electric shocks
or a painful stress position dubbed the
“scorpion”, the watchdog said. “Several
boys said the torture continued over
consecutive days, and only ended when
they confessed” to involvement with IS,
it said. “Most said they had no access to

a lawyer and they were not allowed to
read the confessions Asayesh wrote and
forced them to sign,” it added.

It said the punishment inflicted by secu-
rity forces of the Kurdistan Regional
Government in northern Iraq took place in
2017 and 2018 despite promises by
authorities to investigate the torture claims.
“Nearly two years after the Kurdistan
Regional Government promised to investi-
gate the torture of child detainees, it is still
occurring with alarming frequency,” said Jo
Becker, children’s rights advocacy director
at HRW. The watchdog said its staff inter-
viewed the boys during a November visit
to a detention centre in Arbil, where 63
children are being held. A senior Kurdish
official dismissed the allegations.

Dindar Zebari, international affairs
adviser to the Kurdish government, told
AFP that “HRW never visited” the deten-
tion centre. “No one can be arrested
unless the judiciary authorizes it. And any
person who has been arrested is treated
in accordance with the law,” he said,
adding that the Kurdish government
rejects the use of torture. According to
HRW, most of the boys said their inter-
rogators told them what they should con-
fess and many said they gave false testi-
mony only to stop the torture. — AFP

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump is set to deliver
a primetime address to the nation on immigration as he
pushed for a showdown in his battle for a controversial
US-Mexico border wall. Trump’s plans for a national
address at 9:00 pm (0200 GMT Wednesday) and a trip to
the actual border Thursday raise the stakes in the row with
congressional Democrats refusing to fund his wall project.
The stalemate has led to a partial government shutdown
now in its third week. 

Democratic leaders responded to Trump’s planned
speech by calling for equal airtime to rebut the president’s
“malice and misinformation,” though it is not yet clear how
major networks will respond. The events — giving Trump
the national stage against two very different backdrops —
give him a chance to try to seize the narrative. They also
follow his threats to bypass Congress by invoking emer-
gency powers to order wall construction.

Those powers would in theory allow Trump to seek
alternative funding for the wall and possibly free him to
reopen parts of the federal government shut down as part
of his row with Congress. However, opponents would
almost certainly accuse him of presidential overreach and
respond with court challenges. So far the White House has
given no heads up regarding the details of Trump’s mes-
sage. Trump simply tweeted that his address from the Oval
Office yesterday will cover “the Humanitarian and National
Security crisis on our Southern Border.”

Tomorrow’s trip, his spokeswoman Sarah Sanders said,
will be to “the frontlines of the national security and
humanitarian crisis.” The exact destination was not made
public. “President Trump keeps rejecting the bipartisan
House-passed bills, which have already received strong
bipartisan support in the Senate, to re-open the govern-
ment,” said a joint statement by House Speaker Nancy

Pelosi and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer.
“Now that the television networks have decided to air
the President’s address, which if his past statements are
any indication will be full of malice and misinformation,
Democrats must immediately be given equal airtime,”
they added.

Government paralyzed 
Trump has made building a wall the central theme of his

nationalist domestic policies. He paints the Mexico border
as an open gate for criminals, including rapists, terrorists,
people with dangerous diseases and phony asylum seek-
ers. The border has indeed for years seen significant num-
bers of illegal immigrants and a thriving drug trade.
However, fact checkers have debunked the more hair-rais-
ing claims, including regarding terrorist threats.

Most recently, Sanders claimed on Sunday in an inter-
view on the usually Trump-friendly Fox News channel that
“nearly 4,000 known or suspected terrorists come into
our country illegally.” However, the interviewer immediate-
ly called her out, citing the government’s own information
that none of those individuals arrived across the southern
border.  Democrats, who won control of the House of
Representatives in midterm legislative elections, say Trump
overblows the “crisis” and call the wall a political stunt not
worth taxpayer money. In retaliation, Trump has refused to
sign a wider spending package — leaving sections of the
federal government without funding and hundreds of thou-
sands of employees facing delays in their paychecks.

Who will blink first? 
Trump has often boasted of his tough negotiating skills

as a real estate businessman, and he appears to relish the
standoff, insisting he will deprive the government of full

funding for as long as it takes to force the Democrats’
hand — “even years.” Invoking emergency powers would
potentially be an alternative, allowing him to get around
Congress’s control of the budget. 

But that would pump up the political heat even further,
because there is disagreement over the scope of a presi-

dent’s right to use the measure. Further stoking the immi-
gration debate is the looming race among potential
Democratic candidates to win the nomination to take on
Trump in 2020 presidential elections. The increasingly
emboldened party is in no mood to grant Trump any kind
of victory on the divisive issue. — AFP 

‘The frontlines of the national security and humanitarian crisis’

Turkey trial opens 
into 2016 Russian 
ambassador killing
ANKARA: Twenty-eight suspects went on trial
yesterday over the assassination of the Russian
ambassador two years ago, including a US-
based Muslim preacher blamed by Ankara for a
failed coup the same year. Andrei Karlov, 62,
was shot dead by an off-duty Turkish policeman
at a photo exhibition in Ankara on December 19,
2016, in a shock attack that was captured on
camera by photographers attending the event. 

The 22-year-old gunman, Mevlut Mert
Altintas, shouted “Allahu Akbar” (God is great-
est) and “Don’t forget Aleppo”, vowing that
those responsible for events in Syria would be
held accountable. Altintas was killed shortly
after by members of the Turkish special forces.
The Ankara prosecutor has charged 16 of the
suspects with “premeditated murder with the
intention of causing terror”, according to the
indictment. The other 12 were charged with
“being a member of a terror organization”.

Thirteen are currently in pre-trial detention,
while five suspects are on conditional release and
appeared in court yesterday. Six others are being
tried in absentia. Four suspects appeared in court
via video conference while nine were under gen-
darmerie protection in the courtroom. Those not
in Turkey include Fethullah Gulen, a US-based
Islamic preacher seen as an arch foe of President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and who Ankara blames
for the July 2016 coup attempt. Gulen has denied
links to both the failed coup and the murder.

Turkey refers to the organization as the
“Fetullah Terrorist Organisation” (FETO) but fol-
lowers say it is peaceful, promoting secular edu-
cation. During the opening hearing in Ankara,
two suspects who had attended the same police
academy as Altintas and stood accused of being
a member of a terror group denied any links to
the Gulen movement. Bilal Dereli, 26, told the
court that he had never been in the same class as

Altintas and only knew him by his face. “I got
into police school on the third attempt. If I had a
link (to Gulen), I would have immediately been
successful,” he added. Dogukan Soylemez, a 26-
year-old classmate of Altintas and a former
security officer for the health minister, insisted he
had no links with Gulen either during his time at
school or in his working life.

‘Attack’ on Turkey-Russia ties 
Penalties sought by the prosecution include

aggravated life sentences, which have replaced
the death penalty in Turkey and carry harsher
conditions than normal life imprisonment con-
victions. The indictment says the Gulen move-
ment plotted the murder of Karlov, who had
been appointed as ambassador in 2013, to
“break off bilateral relations” between Turkey
and Russia and bring them to the brink of “hot

war”. The Kremlin had previously warned
against rushing to any assumptions.

But Selim Koru, a Black Sea Fellow at the
Foreign Policy Research Institute think tank not-
ed in a report late last year that Russia sent
investigators and “if they had different findings,
they didn’t say”. Turkey and Russia had a dra-
matic falling out in November 2015 after a
Turkish fighter jet shot down a Russian war-
plane along the Syrian border. 

But by the summer of 2016 relations had
improved, with Russian President Vladimir Putin
and Erdogan keen to show they are working
together to find a solution to the Syrian conflict
despite being on opposing sides of the war. Tens
of thousands of people have been arrested over
alleged links to Gulen since 2016 in a crackdown
criticized by human rights groups and Ankara’s
Western allies. — AFP 

Teen trafficking 
victim granted
clemency over 
killing man 
CHICAGO: A US trafficking victim serving
a life sentence for killing a man who
bought her for sex when she was a teenag-
er was granted clemency Monday follow-
ing a celebrity-backed viral campaign for
her freedom. Tennessee Governor Bill
Haslam said Cyntoia Brown, now 30, had
been given “too harsh” a sentence for the
2004 murder of a real estate agent in the
city of Nashville. 

Johnny Allen had picked up Brown, who
was 16 at the time and a runaway under the
influence of a dangerous pimp, and taken
her to his home for sex.  The ex-Army
sharpshooter allegedly showed off his
firearms and “grabbed” Brown forcefully
between her legs. She said she shot him in
fear for her life.  A jury convicted Brown of
first-degree murder and aggravated rob-
bery, and she was given life with the possi-
bility of parole after serving at least 51
years in prison. 

Calling the case “tragic and complex,”
Haslam granted clemency under the condi-
tion of a 10-year parole. Brown will be
released on August 7 after undergoing train-
ing on returning to society.  “Cyntoia Brown
committed, by her own admission, a horrific
crime at the age of 16,” Haslam said in a

statement.  “Yet, imposing a life sentence on
a juvenile that would require her to serve at
least 51 years before even being eligible for
parole consideration is too harsh, especially
in light of the extraordinary steps Ms. Brown
has taken to rebuild her life.”

Without the governor’s intervention,
Brown would have remained in prison at
least until 2055. In a statement released by
her attorneys, Brown thanked her supporters
and the governor and promised to “do
everything I can to justify your faith in me.”
“My hope is to help other young girls avoid
ending up where I have been,” she added.

Prison transformation 
Brown earned a high school degree

while incarcerated and was on track to
complete her college education this year.
The governor’s office said numerous prison
employees and volunteers attested to her
personal growth.  “Her transformation,
when given the opportunity, is nothing
short of miraculous,” her attorneys Charles
Bone and J Houston Gordon said in a joint
statement.  “She is truly a remarkable
young woman with so much to offer this
world and will now have that chance.”

Brown’s case was featured in a 2011
documentary, and was the subject of a
social media campaign involving multiple
celebrities who advocated for clemency,
saying she should have been treated as a
traumatized child victim of sex trafficking.
“Cyntoia never should have been sentenced
so harshly to begin with, and we can’t lose
sight of the fact that she is still receiving an
excessive 10 years’ probation,” the
American Civil Liberties Union tweeted in
response to the clemency news. — AFP

Aerial view of US President Donald Trump’s border wall prototypes as seen from Tijuana, in Baja California
state, Mexico, on January 7, 2019.  — AFP 

ANKARA: Two police officers stand in the courtyard in front of the courthouse in Ankara
yesterday where opens today the trial of twenty-eight suspects over the assassination of
the Russian ambassador two years ago, including a US-based Muslim preacher blamed by
Ankara for a failed coup the same year.  — AFP 


