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News in brief

Mafia clan regrouping

PALERMO: Italian and US police have launched a coor-
dinated crackdown against major crime families who
were looking to rebuild their Mafia powerbase in Sicily,
Italian investigators said yesterday. More than 200
police, including officers from the US Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI), have been carrying out 19 arrest
warrants since dawn targeting the Inzerillo clan in
Sicily’s capital Palermo and the New York-based
Gambino family. Sicily’s organized crime group, known
as ‘Cosa Nostra’ (Our Thing), has been in a state of flux
since the death of the feared boss of bosses Salvatore
“Toto” Riina, who died in prison in 2017 after spending
almost a quarter of century behind bars. Riina launched
a ferocious mafia war on the Mediterranean island in the
1980s, forcing the Inzerillo family into self-imposed
exile in the United States as his own clan took over their
territory in the Palermo suburbs. — Reuters 

Gun store sparks backlash 

WELLINGTON: New Zealand retailer Gun City,
which sold weapons to the man accused of shootings
at two Christchurch mosques that killed 51 people and
injured dozens, has aroused concern with plans for a
mega store in the South Island city, media said yester-
day. Radio New Zealand said some of those living near
the proposed site were upset at the prospect of the
store, sprawling over 300 sq m, along with warehouse,
office and carpark, set to open in August. “I don’t
think many people will be very comfortable to have
guns around their homes in a residential area,” one of
the residents, Harry Singh, told the broadcaster. Gun
City did not immediately reply to Reuters’ request for
comment. — Reuters

Rains pound South Asia

NEW DELHI: Heavy monsoon rains across South Asia
claimed more lives yesterday, with the death toll passing
200 as authorities tried to reach stranded villagers cut
off by surging floodwaters. The annual deluge is crucial
to replenishing water supplies in the impoverished
region, but the rains from June to September often turn
deadly. Across India, Nepal, Bangladesh and Pakistan,
millions of residents have been affected and hundreds of
thousands displaced, with homes and boats washed
away. In flood-prone Bangladesh, which is criss-crossed
by rivers, around one-third of the country is underwater
and people were being killed by lightning strikes, offi-
cials said. In India, the death toll rose to at least 120 and
entire communities were cut off by rising floodwaters
which damaged or submerged roads. — AFP

Making English lessons fun

BANGKOK: Thai English teacher Theeraphong Meesat
has a unique way of boosting his students’ confidence in
class and making sure they loosen up - by wearing out-
rageous outfits and makeup. Theeraphong, 29, struts
into his classroom at the Prasartratprachakit School in
Ratchaburi province in a grey wig that resembles Lisa
from the popular K-pop band Blackpink and eyelashes
made from a feather duster. Theeraphong, also known as
“Bally”, said many students used to dislike learning
English because they were embarrassed by making mis-
takes. His stunts help break down the barrier, he said.
“Some students were scared... But now they are more
curious and eager to learn what is going to happen in
class,” Theeraphong said. Many of his students said
classes were less boring. — Reuters

Israel’s Ehud Barak defiant 

JERUSALEM: Former Israeli premier Ehud Barak, who
is challenging Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in
upcoming elections, vowed to fight back yesterday after
criticism over his ties to disgraced US financier Jeffrey
Epstein. Barak, who recently returned to politics ahead
of September 17 elections as a fierce Netanyahu critic,
has been the subject of reports highlighting his business
ties with Epstein, who has been charged with sex traf-
ficking of minors in the United States. A Tuesday report
in Britain’s Daily Mail showed pictures of Barak entering
Epstein’s New York residence in 2016, with the Israeli’s
face partially hidden by a neck gaiter. Epstein had
already in 2009 been convicted as a sex felon and
served a 13-month prison term. — AFP

Critical media coverage may be 
‘treason’: Pakistan ruling party 

ISLAMABAD: The ruling party of Pakistan Prime Minister
Imran Khan has launched another blistering attack on the
press, linking critical coverage to potential “treason” in
the latest broadside against the beleaguered media. The
official account of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)
party fired off over two dozen tweets in English and Urdu
late Tuesday, lambasting the press for coverage criticizing
the government and Khan which it deemed “Anti-State”.

“Freedom of Expression is beauty of Democracy.
Expressing Enemy’s Stance is Not Freedom of speech but
treason against its people,” read one tweet. “Media hous-
es & journalists must take care that in their quest for criti-
cism on State, they intentionally or unintentionally do not
end up propagating enemy’s stance,” read another, with
the hashtag: #JournalismNotAgenda.

Pakistan routinely ranks among the world’s most dan-
gerous countries for media workers, and reporters have
frequently been detained, beaten and even killed for being
critical of the government or powerful military. In recent
years the space for dissent has shrunk further, with the
government announcing a crackdown on social networks
and traditional media houses decrying pressure from
authorities that they say has resulted in widespread self-
censorship.

Media watchdog Reporters Without Borders recently
warned of “disturbing dictatorial tendencies” after three
Pakistani TV stations were briefly taken off air in what it
called “brazen censorship”. The Committee to Protect

Journalist last year warned that the powerful Pakistani
military had “quietly, but effectively, set restrictions on
reporting”. The government has defended its record, and
last week Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi told a
media freedom conference in London that there was “no
question of gagging” journalists after being challenged on
his country’s record.

Prime Minister Khan, a cricket hero who captained the
national team to World Cup victory in 1992, was elected
last summer after running a fiery campaign-vowing to
crack down on corruption and build an Islamic welfare
state. But, nearly one year later, his rule has been marred
by a crackdown on civil rights activists, the rounding up
of opposition leaders, and increased pressure on the

press. His government is also struggling to right the coun-
try’s floundering economy, with ballooning deficits, soar-
ing inflation, and a sinking rupee stirring discontent.
Among other tweets, the PTI also warned that the media
was a “powerful tool of depicting the positive image of
our country. Anti-State actions not only impact the credi-
bility of our journalism community but also sends out a
wrong message to the world”.

Mumbai attacks mastermind 
In another development, Pakistani authorities yester-

day detained the alleged mastermind of the 2008 Mumbai
attacks, a security official said, as the country faces
increased pressure to crack down on militants operating
on its soil. Firebrand cleric Hafiz Saeed-declared a global
terrorist by the US and UN, and who has a $10 million US
bounty on his head-was taken into custody following a
raid by counter-terrorism forces in the eastern city of
Gujranwala. 

“Hafiz Saeed was going to Gujranwala to apply for bail
in another case when he was arrested,” said a security
official with knowledge of the arrest, who requested
anonymity. A spokesman for Saeed’s group, Jamaat-ud-
Dawa (JuD), a wing of the militant organization Lashkar-
e-Taiba (LeT), confirmed the arrest to AFP, but gave no
further details. Another security official said the arrest
relates to terror financing charges.

Saeed has spent years rotating in and out of varying

forms of detention, sometimes under house arrest, some-
times briefly arrested then released again by authorities.
But for the most part he has been free to move at will
around Pakistan, enraging India which has repeatedly
called for his prosecution over his alleged role in the
2008 attack that killed more than 160 people. Lashkar-
e-Taiba is accused by India and Washington of master-
minding the four-day assault on Mumbai. Saeed has
denied involvement.

The move against Saeed comes as Pakistan is facing
a potential blacklisting by the Financial Action Task
Force (FATF) - an anti-money-laundering monitor
based in Paris-for failing to do enough to combat terror
financing. FATF is set rule on its fate in the coming
months after placing the country on a watchlist last
year. In February, Pakistani authorities banned Saeed’s
Jamaat-ud-Dawa and Falah-e-Insaniat Foundation-
charities that have long been considered fronts for mili-
tant activity targeting India. 

Washington and New Delhi have long urged Pakistan
to take action against LeT, which was banned by
Islamabad in 2002 but re-branded itself as JuD and FIF.
And earlier this year, Pakistan arrested more than 100
suspected militants and shuttered hundreds of religious
schools. The arrests came during an ongoing crackdown
on extremists, following clashes with India after a
Pakistan-based group killed dozens of Indian security
forces in a suicide bombing in Kashmir.— Agencies  
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Hong Kong’s expat 
police become focus 
of protesters’ rage
HONG KONG: A peculiar legacy of Hong Kong’s colonial
past has emerged as a focal point of rage for anti-govern-
ment protesters: a dwindling band of expat police officers
now vilified for doing the bidding of the city’s pro-Beijing
leaders. Hong Kong’s 32,000-strong police force have
found themselves fighting unprecedented running battles
with protesters for the past five weeks following a huge
backlash to a now-suspended plan to allow extraditions to
the Chinese mainland. The crisis - which has since mor-
phed into a wider anti-government movement - has placed
officers in the firing line of public anger as the city’s lead-
ers appear unable, or unwilling, to offer any political solu-
tion.

But among those singled out for specific retribution
include a small group of expatriates who were some of the
commanding officers on the frontlines during clashes
where tear gas and rubber bullets were fired. Their per-
sonal details were published online after they appeared in
the media and were also named by a British lawmaker in
parliament. Wanted posters made by protesters have
sprung up across the city targeting two senior officers in
particular, as well as their local deputies. 

“They have been through an ordeal,” Chief Inspector
Neil Taylor, chairman of the Overseas Inspectors’
Association said. “But it’s not just them. Their kids have
been targeted at school by bullies, a wife was approached
in a supermarket and abused. That cannot be pleasant for
anybody.” “Both have said, ‘It’s tough, but we have a job to
do’,” added another colleague, who asked not to be
named. “How much of that is bravado, how much they real-
ly believe it, I don’t know.”

Colonial legacy
In the run-up to the 1997 handover to China, there

were some 900 mostly-British officers on the force.  Many
were encouraged to stay on to help with the transition and
were required to be proficient in Cantonese. There are
now just some 60 officers left. The last were recruited in
1994 when the force stopped hiring from overseas. They
are expected to reach retirement age around 2028.

Steve Vickers, a former head of the colonial police’s

Criminal Intelligence Bureau, left the force in 1993 ahead
of the handover and has since set up a risk consultancy
business. He said expat officers remaining after the han-
dover were useful because “continuity and confidence was
maintained”. “To that end, their presence was valuable, and
indeed desirable,” he said. But he added that Hong Kong’s
police force has since changed considerably, especially as
Beijing asserts more authority over the city’s leaders.

“As the years have gone by, and China’s rise has been
much more pronounced, the Hong Kong government
became politicized in the years following the handover,” he
said. “This politicization also affects the police.” Many of
the force’s bomb disposal experts are expat officers and
won glowing local headlines last year for defusing a series
of World War II-era bombs that were unearthed during
construction works. But some of their colleagues now find
themselves facing a barrage of criticism.

Protesters and rights groups have accused police of
excessive force while angry chants of “black cops” — a
pun on a Cantonese phrase used to describe triads - have

now become commonplace. The outed expat officers are
now increasingly portrayed as foot soldiers for an authori-
tarian China that wants to clamp down on Hong Kong’s
unique freedoms. During one protest earlier this month,
democracy activist Joshua Wong spotted one and began
berating him. “You are British and you serve the interests
of Beijing,” he cried.

Senior officers bristle at the way they have been por-
trayed - and reject the idea that they have used excessive
force. “Other western police forces have used far more
force during crowd-control operations,” one officer told
AFP. “In Paris or New York we’d have seen way more
injuries, fractured skulls and broken bones.” 

Two other officers AFP spoke to mentioned recent ral-
lies in France where anti-government “yellow vest” pro-
testers say at least 23 people lost an eye, primarily from
plastic bullets and baton rounds. The senior officers said
many had sympathies with those protesting peacefully,
adding that police helped facilitate multiple mass rallies
and had no say over policy. — AFP

HONG KONG: A group of elderly people prepare to march to the government headquarters in Hong Kong yesterday,
in the latest protest against a controversial extradition bill. — AFP 

US bans Myanmar 
military chief over 
‘ethnic cleansing’
WASHINGTON: The United States on Tuesday banned
visits by Myanmar’s army chief and three other top officers
due to their role in the “ethnic cleansing” of the Rohingya
minority, urging accountability for their brutal campaign.
The State Department said it took action against army
chief Min Aung Hlaing and the others after finding credible
evidence they were involved in the violence two years ago
that led about 740,000 Rohingya to flee across the border
to Bangladesh.

“With this announcement, the United States is the first
government to publicly take action with respect to the most
senior leadership of the Burmese military,” Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo said. “We remain concerned that the
Burmese government has taken no actions to hold account-
able those responsible for human rights violations and
abuses, and there are continued reports of the Burmese mil-
itary committing human rights violations and abuses
throughout the country,” he said in a statement. The sanc-
tions are the most visible sign of US disappointment with
Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, since it launched polit-
ical reforms in 2011, with the military junta reconciling with
Washington and eventually allowing an elected political
leadership. Also sanctioned were Deputy Commander-in-
Chief Soe Win, Brigadier General Than Oo and Brigadier
General Aung Aung as well as the families of all four officers.

Strengthening civilians? 
Buddhist-majority Myanmar refuses to grant the mostly

Muslim Rohingya citizenship or basic rights and refers to
them as “Bengalis,” inferring that the Rohingya are illegal
immigrants from Bangladesh.  UN investigators say the
violence warrants the prosecution of top generals for
“genocide” and the International Criminal Court has start-
ed a preliminary probe. 

Pompeo, issuing a statement during a major meeting at
the State Department on religious freedom, repeated the
2017 finding of his predecessor Rex Tillerson that the

killings amounted to “ethnic cleansing”-while stopping
short of using the term genocide. The sanctions notably do
not impact Aung San Suu Kyi, the former political prisoner
who has risen to be the top civilian official.

The Nobel laureate has dismayed her onetime legions
of Western admirers by not speaking out about the abuses.
US officials voiced hope that the sanctions would help the
civilian leaders exert control over the army, which the
State Department said was alone responsible for the anti-
Rohingya campaign. “Our hope is that these actions will
strengthen the hand of the civilian government (and) will
help to further delegitimize the current military leader-
ship,” an official said on condition of anonymity.

Erin Murphy, a former State Department official closely
involved in the thaw in US ties with Myanmar, said the ban
would affect not so much the generals directly but their
children or grandchildren who want to come to the United
States as tourists or students. While saying the travel ban
provided a tool to encourage change, she doubted it
would change attitudes toward the Rohingya, who are
“almost a universally despised population.”  “You’re talk-
ing about changing deeply held xenophobic and racist
attitudes and a travel ban alone isn’t going to change that,”
said Murphy, founder and principal of the Inle Advisory
Group, which specializes in Myanmar. — AFP

To end slavery, free 
10,000 people a day 
NEW YORK: Ten thousand people would need to be freed
every day to eliminate modern slavery over the next
decade, according to research yesterday showing coun-
tries making little or no progress in efforts to end forced
labor. Less than half of countries rank forced labor as a
crime and most do not regard forced marriage as a crime,
said the report by the Walk Free Foundation, an Australia-
based anti-slavery group.

More than 40 million people have been estimated to be
captive in modern slavery, which includes forced labor and
forced marriage, according to Walk Free and the
International Labor Organization. Ending modern slavery
by 2030 was one of the global goals adopted unanimously
by members of the United Nations four years ago.

But at today’s rate, achieving that goal is “impossible”,
the report said. It would require freeing some 10,000 peo-
ple each day for the next decade, it said. “At current
progress, we will not be able to eradicate modern slavery by
2030,” Katharine Bryant, research manager at Walk Free
said. The group assessed 183 governments on such factors
as the identification of slavery survivors, criminal justice,
support systems and efforts to clean up supply chains.

The worst countries for modern slavery were North
Korea and Eritrea, where governments are complicit in
forced labor, the report said. It singled out Libya, Iran,
Equatorial Guinea, Burundi, Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Congo, Russia and Somalia for lack of action on
ending slavery. Wealthy countries that have taken little
action were Qatar, Singapore, Kuwait, Brunei, Hong Kong
and Russia, it said. Some countries have slowed or slipped
backward in their efforts by reducing the number of vic-
tims identified, decreasing anti-slavery funding or cutting
back on support systems, the report said. While an esti-
mated 16 million people are trapped in forced labor, only
40 countries have investigated public or business supply
chains to look at such exploitation, the report said. In
nearly 100 countries, forced labor is not considered a
crime or is a minor offense, it said. About a third of coun-
tries ban forced marriage. — Reuters

YANGON: Photo shows Myanmar’s Chief Senior General
Min Aung Hlaing, commander-in-chief of the Myanmar
armed forces during a ceremony in Yangon. The US said
it would ban entry into the country of Myanmar’s army
chief and four other generals due to their role in ‘ethnic
cleansing’ of the Rohingya minority. — AFP 


