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ALGIERS: This picture taken on Saturday shows members of Algerian political parties, civil society repre-
sentatives and national personalities gathering for a meeting dubbed the “National Forum for Dialogue”
at a hall at the School of Hotel and Restaurant Management in the suburb of Ain Benian. —AFP

Thousands march 
across Europe 
for Gay Pride
MADRID: Four hundred thousand people turned out on
the streets of Madrid Saturday for a Gay Pride parade
dedicated this year to pioneers of the LGBT+ cause,
amid growing fears of fresh repression with the rise of
the far-right in Europe. The marchers converged on the
Spanish capital’s main Atocha train station for the start
of the festivities. The 400,000 figure was later given by
police.

The slogan for this year’s march was “History, strug-
gle and memory” and participants marked 50 years
since the Stonewall riots in New York in 1969 which
were the foundation of the gay rights movement world-
wide. Catholic Spain at the time was controlled by dic-
tator General Francisco Franco and homosexual acts
were illegal. Thousands of gay people were shipped off
to rehabilitation centers or even jailed.

Homosexuality was decriminalized in 1978, three
year’s after Franco’s death, since when Spain has
become one of the most LGBT-tolerant countries in the
world, authorizing gay marriage and adoptions by gay
couples in 2005. “I’m 53 years old and I have suffered,”
said Manuel Carmona, carrying a large rainbow flag for
Saturday’s march. “But those who are 63-years-old suf-
fered more and those who are 73-years-old even more
and I want us to recognize these people who have
helped us,” added Carmona, who has been attending
the pride march for 30 years.

Resurgent homophobia
Madrid’s city hall swung to the right in June after a

conservative candidate was elected mayor with the
support of newly-emerged far-right party Vox, in a
move that has caused concern in Spain. Vox has said
that the Madrid Gay Pride Parade should be moved to a
park in the suburbs and opposes public subsidies for
the event. “They do not want to understand that when
we talk about LGBT rights, we are talking about human

rights,” said Spanish Interior Minister Fernando
Grande-Marlaska, who is himself gay and took part in
the march.

Activists say organized opposition against LGBT
rights is growing across the continent, with populist
politicians in Poland, Hungary and other European
countries presenting gay rights as a threat to family
values. Resurgent homophobia made the headlines in
Britain recently after a lesbian couple became the high-
profile victims of a homophobic attack after refusing to
kiss for a gang of youths on a London night bus. The
couple joined the annual Pride march through the heart
of the British capital Saturday, which organizers said

drew hundreds of thousands.
In the Hungarian capital Budapest, marchers carried

rainbow banners and flew balloons at a rally that
passed from parliament through the city centre.
Meanwhile, bishops in conservative, Catholic-majority
Poland on Saturday denounced Swedish furniture giant
Ikea for what they called “LGBT indoctrination” after
an employee was sacked for refusing to take down a
homophobic comment he had posted on the firm’s
internal website. The bishops congratulated the man-
who had quoted passages from the Old Testament in
the post-on his “courage” in defending his faith in
everyday life in an “exemplary” way. —AFP

Indonesia issues 
tsunami warning 
after 6.9 quake
JAKARTA: A strong, magnitude 6.9 earthquake struck off
Indonesia yesterday, the US Geological Survey reported,
triggering a tsunami warning and sending panicked residents
fleeing from their homes. The quake struck at a depth of 24
kilometers and was centered in the Molucca Sea between
north Sulawesi and north Maluku, according to the USGS.
Indonesia’s geophysics agency issued a tsunami warning for
coastal communities nearby.

There were no immediate reports of damage or casualties,
but residents in the city of Ternate in North Maluku province
described the panic when the quake hit. “I was getting ready
to sleep when the window started rattling,” resident Budi
Nurgianto told AFP. “It was very strong-I ran from my house
and all my neighbors fled too.” According to the USGS, con-
siderable damage was possible in poorly built or badly
designed structures. 

Indonesia is one of the most disaster-hit nations on Earth
due to its position straddling the so-called Pacific Ring of
Fire, where tectonic plates collide. It has been hit by a string
of deadly quakes including a devastating 2004 tremor meas-
uring 9.1 magnitude that struck off the coast of Sumatra and
triggered a tsunami that killed 220,000 throughout the
region, including 168,000 in Indonesia. 

The Boxing Day disaster was the world’s third biggest
quake since 1900, and lifted the ocean floor in some places
by 15 meters.  Indonesia’s Aceh province is the hardest hit
area, but the tsunami affects coastal areas as far away as
Africa. Last year, a 7.5-magnitude quake and a subsequent
tsunami in Palu on Sulawesi island killed more than 2,200 with
a thousand more declared missing.—AFP

Iraq launches 
new operation 
to secure desert 
near Syria border
BAGHDAD: Iraq’s military announced a new oper-
ation yesterday to secure the vast western desert
leading to the Syrian border, amid fears jihadist
sleeper cells were using the area to regroup. The
operation, dubbed “Will of Victory”, began early
yesterday morning and would push to clear the
remote territory between the provinces of
Salahaddin, Nineveh and Anbar, a statement by
the military said.

Iraqi armed forces, paramilitary units of the
Shiite-dominated Hashed al-Shaabi, tribal groups
and US-led coalition warplanes were all taking
part, according to the statement.  Iraq formally
declared victory against the Islamic State group
in late 2017, a few months after ousting the
jihadists from their seat of power Mosul, the capi-
tal of Nineveh province. The group lost their last
sliver of territory in Syria-a small desert hamlet
near the Iraqi border-in March. 

But IS sleeper cells have managed to keep up
hit-and-run attacks in desolate parts of Iraq, tar-
geting government checkpoints, public infrastruc-
ture and local officials. Iraq’s security forces have
targeted IS in several coalition-backed operations
in recent months, including in the rugged Hamrin
region north of Baghdad. In May, they armed
tribal forces in several dozen villages in Nineveh
province to defend themselves against insurgent
attacks.—AFP

ARSAL, Lebanon: Dima al-Kanj’s house is now a pile
of rubble and twisted metal. It was just a concrete hut
near the Lebanese border, but she had spent five
years trying to make it cozy for her children after flee-
ing the war in Syria. Then, under army orders, she had
to smash it. “Every year, we fixed up one thing after
another so that we could live in what you’d call a
home,” she said, standing in the room leveled to the
ground in the remote Lebanese town of Arsal. “Now,
there’s nothing left.”

Kanj is among thousands of Syrian refugees who
will be left stranded by a government decision to dis-
mantle “semi-permanent structures” in eastern
Lebanon, aid agencies say. At least 15,000 children
could become homeless. Lebanon is toughening
enforcement of work and housing rules - some of
which were ignored for years - on its more than 1 mil-
lion Syrian refugees. Lebanese politicians have also
ramped up their calls for the Syrians to leave.

The army demolished at least 20 refugee homes on
Monday, seven global aid agencies said. In the
makeshift Arsal camp where Kanj lives, home to 450
people, refugees said the army arrived at dawn with a
small bulldozer taking down a few shelters. Soldiers
came again two days later as a reminder that people
must remove their concrete walls and metal roofs.
Kanj, 30, has since paid men from a nearby camp to
knock down her hut with jackhammers. She preferred
to do it herself than face a forcible demolition.

She and her four small children are now crammed
into their neighbor’s hut across the dirt road with a
dozen people. “We’re all sitting inside the same
room on top of each other with our stuff,” she said.
“We can’t rent a place or leave or do anything at
all.” People at the camp said they would follow the
rules but have found it hard to meet deadlines and

find money for equipment. They must also get rid of
the rubble. 

Some worry they will not manage to cobble togeth-
er the permitted tents from wood and plastic sheeting,
which would barely shield them from Arsal’s harsh
winter. The military first told them of the order some
two months ago and has since allowed grace periods.
The army has not commented on the demolitions, but
a military source said the forces were executing a
legal regulation. “Of course, we’re scared of the
future,” Kanj said. “God knows what more decisions
(authorities) will come up with next.”

Start from scratch
Human Rights Watch described the shelter order as

“one of many recent actions to crank up pressure on
Syrian refugees to go back.” These include more
arrests, deportations, shop closures, curfews, evictions
and other measures in the past months, it said on
Friday. Some Lebanese officials have called the mainly
Sunni refugees a threat to Lebanon, warning the con-
crete huts would lead to their lasting settlement.

It is a thorny topic in a country with a fragile sec-
tarian political system where informal settlements of
Palestinians have expanded after they came decades
ago. Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, the president’s
son-in-law, has pushed hard for Syrians to go home,
insisting they should not wait for an elusive peace deal
to end the war. Last month, he said town councils
could get refugees to leave by “implementing the law
and protecting public order”.

But activists accuse his party and other politicians
of fueling hostility towards refugees and blaming them
for Lebanon’s long-existing problems. Abou Firas, a
Syrian refugee who oversees the same Arsal camp,
said they would leave if they could. As fighting died

down and Damascus reclaimed much of Syria, tens of
thousands of refugees have returned, Lebanese
authorities say. 

Still, aid agencies say many have fears about going
home, including reprisals, military conscription, loss of
property, or fresh waves of violence. “There’s a lot of

uncertainty about our fate,” said Abou Firas, who must
demolish his family’s hut too. “We don’t intend on per-
manently settling here.” “This room becomes a part of
you,” he added. “You put effort into fixing it up ... and
suddenly you find yourself having to start from
scratch.” —Reuters

Lebanese politicians ramp up calls for Syrians to leave

Syrians, facing orders to demolish 
homes, fear fate in Lebanon

ARSAL: Syrian refugee kids play with toys inside a room at a makeshift Syrian refugee camp in the
Lebanese border town of Arsal, Lebanon. —Reuters

MADRID: Members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex and Queer (LGBTIQ) community
take part in the annual Pride parade in Madrid. —AFP

Bouteflika’s 
ex-party chief 
detained in Algeria 
ALGIERS:  The former head of ousted Algerian pres-
ident Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s party was placed in pro-
visional detention yesterday on allegations including
“squandering public money”, state television said.
Djamel Ould Abbes is suspected of “squandering
public funds, procuring a contract in violation of...
regulations, abuse of office and forgery of public
documents.” 

Ould Abbes, ex-chief of the National Liberation
Front(FLN) and a former minister, was placed in pre-

ventative detention by the Supreme Court’s investi-
gating magistrate, state TV added. Several prominent
politicians and businessmen linked to Bouteflika have
been detained or questioned in connection with cor-
ruption since the ailing president was forced to step
down in the face of mass protests in early April.

Demonstrations have continued since then, as pro-
testers demand that regime insiders leave office as a
precursor to independent institutions being set up.
Ould Abbes’ alleged transgressions date to his time as
Minister of National Solidarity. The public prosecutor
launched proceedings against him after he voluntarily
gave up his parliamentary immunity. Ould Abbes held
a succession of posts after Bouteflika took power in
1999. From 2013, he was a member of the upper
house of Algeria’s parliament, the Council of the
Nation, and he headed the ruling FLN party between
2016 and 2018. —AFP

Gas explosion at 
US mall injures 21
PLANTATION: A powerful explosion from a sus-
pected gas leak ripped through a shopping mall in
Florida on Saturday, injuring 21 people, the fire
department said. The explosion sent debris flying
across the parking lot of the Fountain Plaza shopping
center, damaging an LA Fitness gym, numerous cars
and blowing holes in neighboring buildings in the city
of Plantation, about 50 kilometers north of Miami.

“We got our workout in, picked up the kids,
walked out, got in the car, drove away and as we
drove away everything exploded. It was a pretty
crazy scene,” said Jessi Walasheck, who witnessed
the explosion. Deputy fire chief Joel Gordon told
reporters two of the injured were in serious condition
after the blast, one of whom had potentially life-
threatening injuries.

“We found patients scattered all around the debris
area,” he said, but added the injuries generally “are not
as severe as what we thought they would be.” His
department initially called it a gas explosion and Gordon
said ruptured gas lines were found in the debris, but the
cause of the blast has not been confirmed. No one has
been reported missing. “As bad it was, it could have
been a lot worse,” he said. A major avenue running past
the mall was shut down as a rescuer aided by a dog
combed through the wreckage —AFP


