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An AFP photographer saw five bodies slumped over
tables on a restaurant terrace in the complex, while a
police source said he had seen up to 14 dead. An
unnamed eyewitness told Citizen TV he had also seen
five bodies, however it was unclear if these were the
same victims. A senior police officer who was among
the first at the scene but who asked not to be named,
said he had seen as many as 14 dead. “There could be
more upstairs. There are 14 scattered at the ground
floor offices and restaurant lobbies. Some are lying on
the ground while others are leaning on the table which
is scattered with food.”

Elite police forces evacuated terrified workers barri-
caded in offices after an hour of sustained gunfire as
they engaged the attackers. Sporadic shots were still
heard hours after the blast. “We are aware that there
are armed criminals still holed up and our officers are
trying to flush them out,” said Inspector General of
police Joseph Boinnet. “We regret to inform you that
there have been injuries in the attack and we are in the
process of confirming the numbers.”

Simon Crump, who works in the complex, said terri-
fied workers barricaded themselves inside their offices
after “several” explosions. “We have no idea what is
happening. Gunshots are coming from multiple direc-
tions,” he told AFP. He later said that police had evacu-
ated workers from the building, and it was not clear
how many were still trapped. “A lot of people ran when
the first few explosions happened, there was a mad
rush for the exit,” he said.

John Maingi said there had been “a flash of lights
and a loud bang” at the Secret Garden restaurant
where he works. “When I peeped outside I saw a
human leg which has been cut off. We hid in the room

and then some police officers rescued us,” he said.
Shortly after the attack began flames and plumes of
black smoke billowed into the sky from the parking lot
where several cars where ablaze. Police sirens echoed
through the city and two helicopter buzzed overhead
while ambulances with flashing lights lined up outside
the hotel.

A private security guard at the scene told AFP he
had seen four “gangsters” entering the compound. “All
police teams have been dispatched to the scene where
the incident is. As at now we are treating it as anything,
including the highest attack,” police spokesman Charles
Owino said by phone. “All police teams including anti-
terror officers are at the scene,” he said. An AFP
reporter saw a bomb disposal squad blow up a car
which they said had been used by the attackers to
arrive at the complex.

Meanwhile, the vast upscale Village Market shop-
ping center in northern Nairobi said on Twitter that it
had closed temporarily as a “security precaution”. The
attack at DusitD2 is the first in Nairobi in five years,
when gunmen stormed the city’s Westgate shopping
mall, killing at least 67 people. The attack and ensuing
siege lasted around four days. That assault was also
claimed by Somalia’s Shabaab, which have been fight-
ing to overthrow the internationally-backed govern-
ment in Mogadishu since 2007.

The Westgate attack resulted in many upscale
establishments and shopping centers in the capital -
including the Dusit - putting up strict security barriers
checking vehicles and pedestrians. The Shabaab target-
ed Kenya after it sent its army into Somalia in Oct 2011
to fight the group. On April 2, 2015, another Shabaab
attack killed 148 people at the university in Garissa,
eastern Kenya.

In its statement, the Shabaab noted the attack came
exactly three years after its fighters overran a Kenyan
military base in Somalia. “This attack on Nairobi hotel
came as Kenyans and their media are commemorating
(the) El Adde attack,” it said. The Shabaab claimed
more than 200 soldiers died in that assault. The gov-
ernment has refused to give its own toll or disclose
details of the attack. — Agencies 

Blast, gunfire 
rock Nairobi...
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Upon learning of Canada’s asylum offer, Qunun said
her stress “melted away”. Now, she said, she can make
her “own decisions,” including about travel and mar-
riage. “I would like to start living a normal life, like any
young woman living in Canada,” she said. Shortly after
her arrival in Toronto, Qunun went shopping for some
warm clothes and connected with local acquaintances.

Costi executive director Mario Calla said the
agency is helping her find long-term accommodations,
open a bank account, obtain Canadian documents, and
enroll in English classes, as well as showing her how to
get around and teaching her “about life in Canada”. He

noted concerns about her safety, citing online threats
and saying guards have been posted at her temporary
home. “She feels safe because she knows she is in a
safe country. The people (here) have her best interest
at heart and are trying to help her. She has seen the
outpouring of support,” Calla said. Qunun has admit-
ted that threats posted on social media “scare her”, he
added. When she reads those posts, “her emotions go
back and forth.”

On Monday, Qunun told public broadcaster CBC
of her family: “My greatest fear is if they find me, I
would disappear and I wouldn’t know what would
happen to me after that.” She said that at home, she
was “exposed to physical violence, persecution,
oppression, threats to be killed. I was locked in for
six months”. “I felt that I could not achieve my
dreams that I wanted as long as I was still living in
Saudi Arabia,” she said. But in Canada, Qunun said,
she has felt “reborn, especially when I felt the love
and the welcome”. “Tell Canadians that I love them,”
she said. — AFP 
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ISTANBUL: Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan said yesterday that Ankara would set up a
“security zone” in northern Syria suggested by US
President Donald Trump. Erdogan’s comments
came a day after he had a telephone conversation
with Trump to ease tensions after the US leader
threatened to “devastate” the Turkish economy if
Ankara attacks Kurdish forces. Turkey has wel-
comed Washington’s planned withdrawal of some
2,000 US troops from Syria but the future of US-
backed Kurdish militia forces labelled terrorists by
Ankara has poisoned ties between the NATO allies.

Erdogan said he had a “quite positive” tele-
phone conversation with Trump late on Monday
where he reaffirmed that “a 20-mile (30-km) secu-
rity zone along the Syrian border... will be set up
by us.” Trump on Sunday tweeted the United
States would “devastate Turkey economically if
they hit Kurds”, a threat that drew angry retorts
from Ankara. The Turkish army has launched two
major operations in Syria dubbed “Euphrates
Shield” in 2016 and “Olive Branch” in 2018 to com-
bat Syrian Kurdish fighters as well as Islamic State
militants.

But the last offensive sought to roll back gains
by Syrian Kurdish fighters who have governed
parts of northern Syria since 2012. The deployment
of Turkish troops and their proxy forces in areas of
northwest Syria has drawn accusations by some
crit ics of a Turkish mil i tary occupation.
“Comparing Turkey’s presence in Syria with that of
any other state or power is an insult to both history
and our civilization,” Erdogan said.

‘Zone to be controlled by Turkey’
Turkey is home to over three million Syrian

refugees. Since early in the conflict, Ankara has
called for a safe area backed up by a no-fly zone
on its 900-km border with Syria to protect civil-
ians from air and ground attacks. But support for
the proposal has waned. The plan was mooted to
Trump’s predecessor Barack Obama, so that a
safe structure could be provided for Syrian
refugees on the condition that Washington pro-
vide logistics and air support, while Ankara sup-
ply ground security, Erdogan said.

“Unfortunately Obama failed to take the neces-

sary steps,” he said, speaking to journalists after
his parliamentary address. But after the discussion
with Trump, Erdogan said that plan could be resur-
rected and the 20-mile “security zone” could be
extended, if needed. It could be created in cooper-
ation with the US-backed international coalition
fighting against IS, which Turkey is also a member
of. “We could create such a safe zone if coalition
forces especially America provide logistical and
financial support,” Erdogan said. “That would also
entirely prevent an influx (of refugees).” 

The Turkish leader however dismissed any pres-
ence of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG) militia in that zone. Erdogan’s spokesman
Ibrahim Kalin said the security zone would “be
controlled by Turkey, with the deployment of
Turkish military, intelligence activity and the
involvement of the locals”. He said its modalities
were being discussed with Washington, adding the
Turkish army chief General Yasar Guler was due to
meet today with his US counterpart in Brussels.

‘Trump’s tweets saddened me’ 
US support for the YPG during the Syria conflict

has been a major source of friction between Ankara
and Washington. The US regards the YPG as an
effective ground force in the fight against IS mili-
tants. Ankara has however threatened to launch a
cross-border operation to eradicate Syrian Kurdish
fighters it sees as an offshoot of the outlawed
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). The PKK, which
has carried out a decades-long insurgency against
Turkish forces, is blacklisted by Turkey as well as
by the United States.—AFP 
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THE HAGUE/ABIDJAN: The International Criminal
Court acquitted former Ivorian leader Laurent
Gbagbo of war crimes yesterday and ordered his
immediate release to the joy of dancing supporters
and frustration of victims of atrocities. His freedom
and possible return home may shake up the 2020
presidential poll in francophone west Africa’s largest
economy and the world’s biggest cocoa producer.
President Alassane Ouattara’s camp has said he may
reconsider a decision not to run if long-time rivals
Gbagbo and former president Henri Konan Bedie were
to stand.

In the latest high-profile defeat for ICC prosecu-
tors at the Hague, presiding Judge Cuno Tarfusser said
they failed to prove accusations against Gbagbo and
co-defendant Charles Ble Goude, a former political
youth leader. Gbagbo, 73, and Goude, 46, hugged
when the decision was announced. Supporters started
cheering, clapping and crying in the public gallery of
the court, prompting the judge to order them to sit
down and “behave”. “I am very, very happy. Finally
there is some justice,” Gragbayou Yves, 45, a Gbagbo
supporter from Paris, told AFP in the public gallery
moments after the judgment was passed.

In custody for seven years after French troops
flushed him out of a presidential bunker, Gbagbo
could be freed as soon as today. “It is too soon right
now to comment on the future and where he will go,
but you can imagine he is very attached to Ivory
Coast,” said defence lawyer Emmanuel Altit. In
Abidjan, Assoa Adou, secretary general of Gbagbo’s
party the Ivorian Popular Front (FPI), predicted the
acquittal would ease political tensions rather than
exacerbate them. “We have just made a big step
towards reconciliation,” Adou said, amid a jubilant
crowd at party headquarters. “Ivory Coast will soon
be in peace.”

Rights groups said the verdict denied justice to
victims of Ivory Coast’s December 2010-April 2011

post-election conflict, when Gbagbo refused to
accept defeat by rival Ouattara and about 3,000 peo-
ple died in violence. “How can you free someone who
has killed our children and our husbands?” 33-year-
old shopkeeper Salimata Cisse said, surrounded by a
crowd of women in the Ivorian commercial capital
Abidjan who were all unhappy at the verdict.

Outside the courthouse, dozens of Gbagbo sup-
porters, many who travelled to The Hague by bus from
Paris, broke into cheers and dancing at the verdict.
“Ooh-la-la!,” said Gbagbo supporter Olivier Kipre in
Abidjan, where people gathered in Gbagbo shirts to
watch the proceedings on big screens. “I’m so joyful. I
will become crazy today because I didn’t believe he
would be released.” Some threw themselves to the
ground or burst into tears, while taxis passing through
a pro-Gbagbo enclave tooted horns.

Wild scenes also erupted in Gbagbo’s home town
in the Ivory Coast, Gagnoa, with hundreds of support-
ers shouting “free, free” and dancing in the streets
after watching the decision live on television. “I’m
happy. He did nothing wrong yet he’s spent seven
years in prison. It’s important that he should be free,
he’s our leader,” said supporter Bertin Sery.

Gbagbo was the first former head of state tried at
the ICC. “Forces loyal to both Gbagbo and Ouattara
were responsible for shocking violence,” said Jim
Wormington, of Human Rights Watch. It was another
defeat for prosecutors, who also lost cases against
Jean-Pierre Bemba, the Congolese ex-vice president
released last year after his war crimes conviction was
overturned, and Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta,
who had charges dropped in 2015.

Prosecutors have only won three war crimes con-
victions over the past 15 years. This time, they failed
to show Gbagbo’s speeches directly incited crime,
judge Tarfusser said. Gambian prosecutor Fatou
Bensouda has held the top job since 2012 but is due to
be replaced next year. “The acquittal underscores

how important it is that the process to select the next
prosecutor yields a person of integrity and sound
judgment who is highly skilled at criminal investiga-
tion,” said James A Goldston, of the Open Society
Justice Initiative rights group.

Gbagbo had faced four counts including murder, rape,
persecution and other inhumane acts. He rose to promi-
nence as a Marxist firebrand lecturer who challenged the

autocratic rule of Felix Houphouet-Boigny, Ivory Coast’s
first post-independence president. That got him impris-
oned for two years in 1971. He took asylum in France dur-
ing the 1980s but came back and led protests that forced
the old ruler to allow multiparty democracy in 1990 with
an election that Gbagbo lost. Ten years later, Gbagbo
supporters helped oust military coup leader General
Robert Guei and he took the presidency. — Agencies 

Joy, anger as ICC acquits 
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GAGNOA, Ivory Coast: People celebrate with a portrait of former Ivory Coast president Laurent Gbagbo in his birth
town yesterday. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: Facebook announced that it will
invest $300 million over three years to support jour-
nalism, with an emphasis on promoting hard-hit local
news organizations. The move, on the heels of a similar
initiative by Google last year, comes with online plat-
forms dominating the internet advertising ecosystem,
making it harder for legacy news organizations to
make a transition to digital. “People want more local
news, and local newsrooms are looking for more sup-
port,” Campbell Brown, Facebook’s vice president in
charge of global news partnerships, said in a blog
post. “That’s why today, we’re announcing an expand-
ed effort around local news in the years ahead.”

In the US, social media has overtaken print news-
papers as a news source for Americans, according to a
survey released last year by the Pew Research Center.
The survey report found 20 percent of US adults say
they often get news via social media, compared with
16 percent from newspapers. Facebook, which has
been criticized for enabling manipulation of its news
feed, has consistently said it does not want to be con-
sidered a media organization that makes editorial
decisions but wants to support journalism and efforts
to fight misinformation. It has funded fact-checking
projects around the world, including one in partner-
ship with AFP.

The move by Facebook follows the Google News

Initiative unveiled last year by the US internet search
giant. Ken Paulson, a former USA Today chief editor
who heads the Free Speech Center at Middle
Tennessee State University, said the Facebook initia-
tive was “a great move”. “Local news media have suf-
fered significant collateral damage from the enmity
directed at national news organizations, and yet
they’re the most critical to a functioning democracy,”
Paulson said. “Every investment helps.”

Smoke and mirrors? 
But Nikki Usher, a George Washington University

professor of media studies, said the effort “is a bit of
smoke and mirrors because it’s hard to tell what’s real-
ly local for Facebook”. Usher said the effort may end
up aiding large regional newspapers and local TV sta-
tions but may not impact the under-75,000 circula-
tion publications which make up a large part of the
news ecosystem. 

Facebook’s effort is “a lot of money in one sense but
in another sense it’s not that much, the equivalent of
revenues of one large newspaper,” said Dan Kennedy,
a journalism professor at Northeastern University. “It’s
certainly better than doing nothing, and I hope it will
be of some help,” Kennedy said. “But nothing is going
to make that much difference unless Facebook and
Google pay for the content they are displaying.”

Matthew Ingram of the Columbia Journalism Review
said both the Facebook and Google initiatives include
money for previously announced projects. In
Facebook’s case, it includes spending to get media
companies to produce content for its Watch video fea-
ture. “In Google’s case, and to some extent in
Facebook’s as well, the aid that is being given amounts
to help in convincing newsrooms and journalists to use
the company’s products more,” Ingram wrote.—AFP

ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan gestures
as he arrives to attend his party’s parliamentary group
meeting at the Grand National Assembly yesterday. — AFP 
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