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HAVANA: A man drives a Russian-made car along Havana’s Malecon on April 24,
2019.  —AFP

Blogger rips into 
Kremlin, one 
click at a time 
MOSCOW: He is wheelchair-bound and
has limited use of his hands but Alexander
Gorbunov, the author of hugely popular
social media accounts in Russia, has
emerged as one of President Vladimir
Putin’s most vocal critics. Diagnosed with
spinal muscular atrophy and using his right
index finger to type, the 27-year-old author
of StalinGulag skewers the “hypocrisy” of
Putin’s system and the everyday injustices
ordinary Russians face.

Known for his dry wit and generous use
of profanities, StalinGulag has built a near
1.5 million strong army of followers on
Twitter and Telegram, with a total media
outreach believed to include several million
more. For years the StalinGulag author’s
identity remained one of Russia’s best-kept
secrets but Gorbunov blew his cover after
authorities began harassing his 65-year-old
mother and 80-year-old father last week. 

Gorbunov, an intelligent, soft-spoken
man with a goatee, said he and his wife
have been on tenterhooks. “They can easi-
ly arrest and put in prison anyone,”
Gorbunov told AFP in an interview, saying
that even a short stint in jail could kill him.
“They don’t care.” In an increasing crack-
down on dissent, Putin in March signed
laws that allow courts to fine and briefly
jail people for showing disrespect towards
the authorities and to block media for pub-
lishing “fake news”. 

‘Damn hero’ 
Gorbunov, who is a successful self-

taught financial trader by day, dreads pub-
licity but this week revealed his identity to
BBC and later spoke to AFP after gun-tot-
ing police inspected his parents’ home in
the North Caucasus city of Makhachkala.
His relatives in Moscow have also been
intimidated, he says. “If the authorities are
afraid of what I write they are worthless,”
he said. Gorbunov’s story has stunned
Russia. “This person is a damn hero,” said
screenwriter Andrew Ryvkin, while author
Denis Bilunov called Gorbunov “the person
of the year.”

In a show of solidarity, Pavel Durov, the
self-exiled founder of the Telegram mes-
senger app, verified the StalinGulag
account and offered his author help in
moving abroad. Gorbunov said he was
heartened by the outpouring of support
from Russians who have flooded him with
offers of help and money. He has chalked
up some 40,000 new followers over the
past week. The blogger insisted he was
neither a hero nor an opposition activist.
He said he merely puts in writing his
thoughts on everything from Russia’s for-
eign policy blunders to the excessive
lifestyle of Putin’s inner circle. “What’s
happening in the country is terrible,”
Gorbunov said. “Injstice is what angers me
the most.”

In a 2018 post, he issued a dark warn-
ing to his readers. “Really scary times are
coming,” he said, urging Russians to look
out for each other. “This is the reality and
not everyone wil l  get out al ive.”
Gorbunov lives with his partner of seven
years in a comfortable Moscow apart-
ment, employs two drivers and a live-in

aide and enjoys an active social life. He
does not want to reveal his income but
says he forks out around 400,000 rubles
($6,145) every month just to cover his
rent and pay his helpers. He refuses to
take any medication, saying his condition
is incurable and he had no illusions about
his future. “I don’t want to turn my life
into a silly battle,” he said. “It’s a battle I
am going to lose.” 

‘Not an optimist’ 
A lawyer by training, he works more

than 10 hours a day, sometimes waking up
at night if the market moves. He writes
posts for his StalinGulag accounts when
the mood strikes him and he needs a short
break from work. He appears to take some

of his inspiration from his favorite book,
“Journey to the End of the Night” by
French novelist Louis-Ferdinand Celine.
The 1932 World War I classic filled with
profanities expresses disgust with the
hypocrisy of society and laments the mis-
ery of human existence.

Gorbunov is fiercely protective of his
wife who sometimes holds his hand as he
speaks to AFP and helps him drink from a
cup. They met seven years ago but refuse
to reveal details about their relationship.
His story has generated huge media inter-
est in Russia but Gorbunov hopes the
buzz will soon subside. He wants to get on
with his life, watch the last season of
Game of Thrones and keep trading and
writing his blogs. —AFP

MOSCOW: Alexander Gorbunov, also known as a top Russian opposition blogger
StalinGulag, speaks during an interview on Friday. —AFP

Japan’s new emperor 
urges world peace 
in first public speech 
TOKYO: Emperor Naruhito urged Japan to work
together for world peace as he made his first public
appearance yesterday in front of a cheering, flag-wav-
ing crowd of tens of thousands. “I sincerely wish that
our country, hand-in-hand with foreign countries, seeks
world peace and further development,” said the 59-
year-old Naruhito, who ascended the Chrysanthemum
Throne Wednesday. Japan’s 126th emperor wore a
morning coat to make the brief appearance on a glass-
covered balcony of the Imperial Palace in central Tokyo,

along with other adult royals including Empress
Masako.

Masako donned an elegant yellow, long-sleeved
dress with a matching hat and pearl necklace. Emperor
and empress emeritus, Akihito and Michiko, did not join
their children as they have decided to withdraw from
official duties after their three-decade reign. Akihito,
85, was the first Japanese emperor to abdicate in more
than two centuries. The royal family were scheduled to
make a total of six appearances throughout the day,
with some 50,000 people gathered before the main
gate of the palace before the first one, according to
national broadcaster NHK.

More elaborate festivities are planned for Oct 22
when he and Masako will appear in traditional robes for
a palace ceremony before parading through the streets
of Tokyo to be congratulated by a host of world leaders
and royals.  —AFP

Minneapolis to pay 
shooting victim’s 
family $20 million
MINNEAPOLIS: Minneapolis city officials on
Friday announced a $20 million settlement with the
family of an Australian woman who was fatally shot
by a police officer in 2017, just days after the offi-
cer was convicted of crimes associated with the
killing. The settlement of a civil suit brought by the
family of Justine Ruszczyk Damond, which came
after two days of talks, includes $18 million for the
family and $2 million to be donated to an anti-gun
violence group, city officials said.

“This is not a victory for anyone, but rather a
way for our city to move forward,” Minneapolis
Mayor Jacob Frey said in announcing the settle-
ment at a news conference. “And I do believe that
we will move forward together, united in the belief
that such a tragedy should never have occurred in
our city,” he said.

Damond, 40, had called police on the night of
July 15, 2017 to report a possible sexual assault
outside her house. When Damond approached the
patrol car that responded, Officer Mohamed Noor
fired a shot through a window of the car, killing her.
The incident drew international criticism, including
from Australia’s prime minister, who called the inci-
dent “shocking”.

Noor, 33, who is no longer with the force, testi-
fied at his trial that he acted in self-defense after he
and his partner Matthew Harrity, who was driving,
heard a loud noise. But a jury on Tuesday convicted
him of third-degree murder and second-degree
manslaughter. The prosecutor said it was the first
time a police officer in Minnesota was convicted of
murder. A wave of killings of black men and teens
by US police in recent years has prompted street
protests, but in this case Damond was white and
Noor is a black Somali immigrant.

City officials said $2 million of the settlement,
which the City Council unanimously approved
and the mayor said he would sign off on, will go
to the Fund for Safe Communities of the
Minneapolis Foundation, which said on its website
that i t  supports “community-led efforts to
address gun violence.” “We know that no amount
of money can heal the pain of the Ruszczyk fami-
ly, or any family that has lost a loved one in this
way,” said City Council President Lisa Bender. “It
is our continued commitment to work together
with our community to demand and support
change to our policing.”   —Reuters

COLOMBO: The nauseating smell of death that
infested the streets around Colombo’s morgue after
Sri Lanka’s devastating Easter attacks has finally
dispersed. But  forensic  pathologists  are st i l l
attempting to identify the remains of bodies blown
apart by suicide bombers, the final pieces of a
macabre puzzle. While staff have so far returned 115
victims to their relatives, there are still some 50
bags filled with unidentified remains in the morgue’s
refrigerated rooms.

The fragments are a somber reflection of the brutal
force of the bomb attacks claimed by the Islamic
State. It also helps explain why the death toll from the
blasts has fluctuated considerably. At first Sri Lankan
authorities said 359 had died before slashing it to 253,
and then raising it again to 257 this week. In one bag
“there are two parts of a cheek - one cheek with an
ear, one with some scalp and an ear. That could be
two people,” said Ajith Tennakoon, the head of the
Institute of Forensic Medicine and Toxicology. “The
proper management of dead bodies is to identify them
and to give them respect and dignity.”

He said the staff’s “prime duty” is to hand back the
bodies to relatives so they can say goodbye to their
loved ones in accordance with different religious
beliefs. During the meticulous reconstruction, even the
smallest clue is helpful: A piece of jewelry worn by the
victim, a patterned piece of clothing or a distinctive
scar. Where possible, forensic pathologists examined
teeth and fingerprints but DNA tests are the most reli-
able method of identification. Among the last body
bags could be the remains of six people still missing
since the bombings, as well as the suicide bombers.

They could also include victims whose remains have
been returned incomplete. 

Solving a crime 
The forensic doctors are also investigators. They

may be able to find clues that identify the attackers or
the types of explosives used. From a drawer, Tennakoon
pulls out a see-through plastic bag which holds a lead
ball - one of those used by militants as shrapnel to
maximize the damage. “We also have to help to solve
the crime, it is a crime, a man-made disaster,” he added.
The work of piecing together bodies is more painstak-
ing in Colombo than the other affected cities of
Negombo and Batticaloa because of the nature of the
bomb attacks. 

“If the bomb takes place in a concrete-built struc-
ture, the damage is much worse,” said Anil Jasinghe, Sri
Lanka’s director general of health services. “That is
what happened in the hotels, they were concrete build-
ings.” Although 102 people died in one church in
Negombo, almost all the bodies were returned the
same evening. The blast blew the roof off the building,
allowing the air pressure to escape through the top.

But in a confined space, a sudden rush of air causes
considerable devastation. “What counts more than any-
thing are the shock waves, they move faster than sound
and at very high velocity, which actually could tear bod-
ies apart,” said Jasinghe. As forensic pathologists contin-
ue to puzzle over the fragments still lying in body bags,
victims’ relatives who had gathered outside the building
in temporary marquees - where they had the distressing
task of identifying their loved ones through photographs
- have long since left and the tents taken down.  —AFP

Fragments somber reflection of brutal force of bomb attacks

The macabre puzzle of piecing 
together victims at Lanka morgue

COLOMBO: In this photo taken April 22, 2019, relatives of bomb blast victims gather outside a morgue,
waiting to identify loved ones missing or killed in the Easter Sunday bomb attacks on churches and
hotels.  —AFP

Russia’s influence
in Cuba stirs 
ghost of Cold War 
HAVANA: Russia is stirring the ghosts of
Cuba’s Cold War past as it looks to re-establish
its influence in the Communist-run island
nation, although this time analysts say Moscow
has no intention of bankrolling Havana.
Whereas once the Soviet Union and Cuba
were linked by an ideological bond, now prag-
matism and a shared rejection of US foreign
policy is drawing them together again. At
Havana’s colorful May Day parade Wednesday,
Raul Castro, the first secretary of Cuba’s
Communist Party, received the highest distinc-
tion from the Communist Party of the Russian
Federation: the Order of Lenin.

The former Cuba president said the prize -
first presented in 1930 by the Soviet Union -

pointed to the “historic relations” between the
two countries that “have endured different sce-
narios and today are being reinforced and
renewed”. This rapprochement is not new but
has been consolidated by shared opposition to
sanctions imposed on Cuba by Washington,
which accuses the Caribbean nation of provid-
ing military support to Venezuela President
Nicolas Maduro, another Moscow ally. “The
effect of this policy is that it isolates the United
States on Cuba and we’re opening the door for
greater Chinese and Russian presence on the
island,” said Ric Herrero, executive director of
the Cuba Study Group, which connects Cuban-
Americans advocating economic and political
freedom on the island. Relations between
Havana and Washington had thawed under for-
mer president Barack Obama, but have chilled
considerably since Donald Trump’s administra-
tion took over.

‘Lovers triangle’ 
The Soviet era may have been confined to

history, but it hasn’t been forgotten. “In Cuba,

we’ve always had fond memories of Russia,”
said 82-year-old Luis Corredera Rodriguez as
he played dominos with friends on a Havana
sidewalk. “They supported us in everything.”
“They’re friends for life,” added Julio Garcia,
59, although he noted that “the Russians have
changed.” In effect, he said, the Cubans have
become more Russian than the Russians them-
selves. “They’re no longer Soviet, they’re capi-
talist like everyone.”

Behind the dominos table - Cuba’s national
pastime - a parked Russian Lada is passed by
a revving classic 1950s American car. “It’s
almost like a lovers triangle between the US,
Cuba and Russia: It’s an old relationship,
there’s a lot of emotion here,” said Scott B
MacDonald, senior associate of the Americas
program at the Center for Strategic and
International Studies. He said the last two
years have seen Cuba slide into “a new Cold
War”, although with a different dynamic this
time. “At the end of the Soviet Union, it was
about $4 billion a year that went to prop up
the Cuban economy.” —AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s Emperor Naruhito and Empress Masako
make their first public appearance after ascending to the
throne at the Imperial Palace yesterday. —AFP


