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shrapnel in the city of Kiryat Gat. Many of the mis-
siles were intercepted, the military said. The flare-up,
which prompted Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu to convene his security council, comes days
before Muslims begin the holy month of Ramadan and
Israelis celebrate Independence Day. Israel is also due
to host the 2019 Eurovision song contest finals in less
than two weeks in Tel Aviv, towards which long-range
rockets were launched in mid-March.

Although Israeli air strikes in retaliation for rockets
from Gaza are a frequent occurrence, Israel and Hamas
have managed to avert all-out war for the past five
years. Egyptian mediators, credited with brokering a
ceasefire after a Hamas rocket attack north of Tel Aviv in
March triggered a burst of intense fighting, have been
working to prevent any further escalation of hostilities.

Netanyahu met security chiefs yesterday to discuss the
situation, a source in his office said.

Hamas would “continue to respond to the crimes by the
occupation and it will not allow it to shed the blood of our
people,” its spokesman Abdel-Latif Al-Qanoua said in a
statement yesterday. He made no explicit claim for Hamas
having fired the rockets. One of the attacks was claimed
by the Palestinian Democratic Front for the Liberation of
Palestine (DFLP), which said it fired rockets at the Israeli
city of Ashkelon. The Islamic Jihad said in a statement that
the rocket barrages were a response to Friday’s events
and that Israel has been delaying the implementation of
previous understandings brokered by Cairo.

Hamas said on Thursday that its Gaza chief, Yeyha
Sinwar, had travelled to Cairo for talks on efforts to
maintain calm along the border and alleviate hardship
in the enclave. Some 2 million Palestinians live in Gaza,
whose economy has suffered years of blockades as
well as recent foreign aid cuts. Unemployment stands
at 52 percent, according to the World Bank, and
poverty is rampant. Israel says its blockade is neces-
sary to stop weapons reaching Hamas, with which it
has fought three wars since the group seized control
of Gaza in 2007. — Reuters
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said in a statement. However, there were fears for a
number of pet animals travelling in the plane’s luggage
compartment.  The pets had “not been retrieved yet due
to safety issues with the aircraft”, NAS Jacksonville
said in an update on Facebook yesterday.

Images showed the Miami Air International plane
lying partially submerged in water after the crash-land-
ing, with its nose cone missing. Passengers in life vests
were instructed to clamber onto the wings of the jet
before being transported to shore aboard inflatable life
rafts, Bormann said. “We couldn’t tell where we were, a
river or an ocean. There was rain coming down. There
was lightning and thunder. We stood on that wing for a
significant period of time,” she told CNN.

Navy security and emergency response personnel

including some 90 firefighters attended the scene.
Jacksonville mayor Lenny Curry tweeted that the White
House had called to offer assistance as the situation
was developing. “All alive and accounted for. Our Fire
and Rescue teams are family to all,” said Curry. Teams
were working to control jet fuel spilling into the St
Johns River, he added. The “Rotator” flight from the US
base in Cuba carries passengers including military per-
sonnel and family members.

The National Transportation Safety Board said yes-
terday a team was being sent to investigate the inci-
dent.  Boeing said it was aware of the incident and pro-
viding technical assistance to the agency as it con-
ducts its probe. The plane involved was a Boeing 737-
800, in operation for 18 years, according to website
FlightRadar24. US aerospace giant Boeing is under
scrutiny following two crashes that killed a total of 346
passengers and crew and grounded its newer 737
MAX planes worldwide. Both a Lion Air crash in
Indonesia in October, and March’s Ethiopian Airlines
crash outside Addis Ababa, occurred shortly after
takeoff. — AFP 
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He was then carried in a palanquin surrounded by
guards in lock-step to the Temple of the Emerald
Buddha where he proclaimed himself the royal patron of
Buddhism. Earlier his fourth wife, Suthida-married in a
surprise ceremony days before the coronation-was
invested as Queen, kneeling in respect in front of her
husband who sat on a throne. For most Thais, it is the
first time they have witnessed a coronation-the last was
in 1950 for the king’s beloved father Bhumibol Adulyadej.

Hundreds of state officials in immaculate white uni-
forms lined the streets around the Grand Palace, out-
numbering the modest number of civilians braving the
hot sun for the royal convoy. “I’m really happy and
proud,” said Pornthip Pongsai, who travelled hours from
a province to catch a glimpse. Bangkok city official
Anusara Chuensuang expressed wonder at the having a
chance to see “such a special ceremony”, adding that
the king is “our heart”.

The $31 million coronation continues today with the
king appearing in a hours-long procession along a sev-
en kilometer route twisting through the old city.
Bhumibol was seen as a figure of unity in the politically
chaotic kingdom until his death in October 2016. His
son Vajiralongkorn, 66, is less well-known to the Thai

public, spending time overseas and rarely addressing
his subjects. Fiercely private and four times married, he
has inherited one of the world’s richest monarchies and
a kingdom submerged by political crisis.

Thailand has been run by an arch-royalist junta since
2014. Rama X is widely seen as an adroit player of
Thailand’s treacherous politics, intervening several
times-including in the March 24 election-during his
short reign. Those elections are yet to yield a new gov-
ernment, with the kingdom split between pro and anti-
junta blocs. Full results are due to be announced next
week with the ruling junta tipped to return as the civil-
ian government. 

“The coronation distracts from the popular indigna-
tion regarding election irregularities,” said Thai politics
expert Paul Chambers of Naresuan University. Prayut,
who led the 2014 coup, also participated in one of the
key morning rituals when the king received sacred
water from eight directions, representing all the sides of
the kingdom. Also present at the ceremonies were his
14-year-old son from his third marriage-Prince
Dipangkorn-and his elder sister Ubolratana, who was
taking selfies.

She stunned Thailand in February when her name
was forwarded as a candidate for premier by an anti-
junta party-a move swiftly shot down by her brother in
a royal command. Harsh lese-majeste laws mean
unguarded discussion about the monarchy inside
Thailand is virtually impossible. Born on July 28, 1952,
the British-schooled Vajiralongkorn is known for his
love of cycling and piloting jets, but he spends much of
his time abroad-mainly in Germany-and remains some-
thing of a mystery to many Thais. — AFP 
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40 percent of the world’s people lack access even to
clean drinking water. The inequality gap is huge and
widening: GDP per head is already 50 times larger in
wealthy nations than in poor ones.

Industrial fishing is destroying our oceans, according
to the report. It found that 70,000 industrial fishing
vessels operate in at least 55 percent of the world’s
high seas. Nearly three quarters of major marine fish
stocks are depleted or exploited to the limit of sustain-
ability, despite efforts from the fishing community to
implement quotas and drive down overfishing. 

On land, the situation looks even bleaker. A third of
all land is now given over to agriculture and 75 percent
of freshwater resources is dedicated to food produc-
tion. In all, at least a quarter of all greenhouse gas emis-
sions come from land clearing, crop production and
fertilization, the vast majority of which comes from ani-
mal-based food production. 

Agribusiness expansion has also led to the disap-
pearance of vast swathes of CO2-absorbing forests:

Earth has lost 290 million hectares-around six percent-
of its forests since 1990. Fertilizer use, which degrades
the soil’s ability to grow plants and suck in greenhouse
gases, has risen four-fold in just 13 years in Asia and
doubled worldwide in the same period.

Scientists estimate there to be roughly eight million
species of plants and animals on Earth, though only a
fraction of them have so far been identified.  The
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
“Red List” catalogues some 100,000 species, around a
quarter of which are classed as in danger of extinction.
An IPBES (Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services) report goes
much further, however, projecting that between
500,000 and one million species could face oblivion
due to pollution and habitat degradation.  

Its authors stress that whatever losses humans
inflict on Nature will in turn be inflicted upon us.
More than two billion people still rely on wood as
their main energy source, and up to half of all medi-
cines come from plants and animals.  What’s more, the
world’s oceans and forests absorb more than half of
our greenhouse gas emissions, which are still climbing
year on year. “At current trends, we risk drastic
degradation, with drops in contributions critical for
societies and uneven distribution of losses,” the
report states. “Basic needs and luxuries depend on
Nature.” — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: The United States
has accused China of putting well
more than a million minority Muslims
in “concentration camps,” in some of
the strongest US condemnation to
date of what it calls Beijing’s mass
detention of mostly Muslim Uighur
minority and other Muslim groups.
The comments by Randall Schriver,
who leads Asia policy at the US
Defense Department, are likely to
increase tension with Beijing, which
is sensitive to international criticism
and describes the sites as vocational
education training centers aimed at
stemming the threat of Islamic
extremism. 

Former detainees have described
to Reuters being tortured during
interrogation at the camps, living in
crowded cells and being subjected
to a brutal daily regimen of party
indoctrination that drove some peo-
ple to suicide. Some of the sprawl-
ing facilities are ringed with razor
wire and watch towers. “The
(Chinese) Communist Party is using
the security forces for mass impris-
onment of Chinese Muslims in con-

centration camps,” Schriver told a
Pentagon briefing during a broader
discussion about China’s military,
estimating that the number of
detained Muslims could be “closer
to 3 million citizens.”

Schriver, an assistant secretary
of defense, defended his use of a
term normally associated with Nazi
Germany as appropriate, under the
circumstances. When asked by a
reporter why he used the term,
Schriver said that it was justified
“given what we understand to be
the magnitude of the detention, at
least a million but likely closer to 3
million citizens out of a population
of about 10 million.”

“So a very significant portion of
the population, (given) what’s hap-
pening there, what the goals are of
the Chinese government and their
own public comments make that a
very, I think, appropriate descrip-
tion,” he said. The Chinese embassy
in Washington did not immediately
respond to a request for comment.
US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo on Thursday used the term

re-education camps to describe the
sites and said Chinese activity was
“reminiscent of the 1930s.”

The US government has
weighed sanctions against senior
Chinese officials in Xinjiang, a vast
region bordering central Asia that
is home to millions of Uighurs and
other Muslim ethnic minorities.
China has warned that it would
retaliate “in proportion” against
any US sanctions. The governor of
Xinjiang in March directly dis-
missed comparisons to concentra-
tion camps, saying they were “the
same as boarding schools.”

US officials have said China has
made criminal many aspects of reli-
gious practice and culture in
Xinjiang, including punishment for
teaching Muslim texts to children
and bans on parents giving their
children Uighur names. Academics
and journalists have documented
grid-style police checkpoints
across Xinjiang and mass DNA col-
lection, and human rights advocates
have decried martial law-type con-
ditions there. — Reuters
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TASHKURGAN, China: Tourists leave the Pakistan-China Khunjerab Pass, the world’s highest paved border crossing
at 4,600 meters above sea level. China has freed dozens of Uighur women from internment camps on condition they
prove their ‘adaptability to Chinese society.’ — AFP  

WASHINGTON: Congressional Democrats and
President Donald Trump are locked in a constitutional
showdown over their powers to investigate him,
exchanging threats that present risks for both sides as
they head into the 2020 election. In a clash over the bal-
ance of power between the government’s legislative and
executive branches, the Trump administration is
stonewalling congressional investigators and asserting
that it is within its rights to do so. 

On Capitol Hill, House Judiciary Committee Chairman
Jerrold Nadler, one of several senior Democrats leading
probes of Trump, his presidency and his businesses,
issued a dire warning: “The challenge we face is that the
president of the United States wants desperately to pre-
vent Congress, a co-equal branch of government, from
providing any check whatsoever on even his most reck-
less decisions,” Nadler said in a hearing on Thursday.
“The very system of government in the United States,
the system of limited power, the system of not having a
president as a dictator is very much at stake.”

His remarks came after Attorney General William Barr,
a Trump appointee, refused to attend the same hearing
before Nadler’s committee, which is examining Special
Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation of Russian inter-
ference in the 2016 election and Trump’s efforts to stifle
the probe. In an unprecedented approach, Trump in
recent days has filed lawsuits meant to block congres-
sional subpoenas that were sent to two banks and an
accounting firm that have worked with his businesses,
which he did not divest when he took office. The sub-
poenas seek access to past financial records for Trump.

A businessman-turned-politician, Trump also still
refuses to disclose any of his annual tax returns, rejecting
decades of practice by recent presidents. Standing by
their president, Republicans in Congress dismissed as
hollow Nadler’s rhetoric about Trump’s defiance and
played down Barr’s refusal to attend the House hearing.

The Republicans complained that Nadler wanted
committee staff lawyers to be able to question Barr, a
departure from the standard hearing format where law-
makers do the questioning. They stressed Barr’s readi-
ness to defend his handling of the Mueller report before
a Republican-controlled Senate panel on the day before
he skipped the House hearing. On Nadler’s comments,
Republican Representative Tom Cole said, “It’s over the
top. The attorney general showed up before the Senate
committee and took every question.”

The partisan shouting match in Washington is intensi-
fying as a platoon of Democratic presidential hopefuls
hit the campaign trail, with Trump lobbing Twitter insults
at the front-runners. Both sides run risks in ramping up
their confrontation. The Democrats could turn off voters
if they push too hard to investigate, and perhaps ulti-
mately try to impeach Trump, allowing him to play the
victim, a role he excels in. 

Former Vice President Joe Biden, the leading
Democrat in opinion polls, said this week that Trump’s
stonewalling left no alternative but impeachment, which
other Democrats have urged. A Reuters/Ipsos opinion
poll showed the public split evenly over impeachment,
with 40 percent in favor and 42 percent against it.

On the other hand, Trump’s behavior may already be
worrying Americans. A recent Reuters/Ipsos poll
showed Trump with a 37 percent approval rating after
the Mueller report’s release, his lowest of the year. Any
further erosion will likely be muted by the economy,
which is churning along in its 10th year of expansion. But
if economic growth were to falter, the stand-off in
Washington could become a bigger issue ahead of the
November 2020 election. — Reuters
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COLLEGE PARK: After devastating the French
Riviera in 2013, destroying Dhaka in 2015 and saving
Tokyo in 2017, an international asteroid impact simu-
lation ended Friday with its latest disaster-New York
in ruins. Despite a simulated eight years of prepara-
tion, scientists and engineers tried but failed to
deflect the killer asteroid.  The exercise has become a
regular event among the international community of
“planetary defense” experts. 

The latest edition began Monday near
Washington, with the following alert: an asteroid
roughly 100 to 300 meters in diameter had been
spotted and according to rough calculations had a
one percent chance of hitting the Earth on April 29,
2027. Each day during the conference, some 200
astronomers, engineers and emergency response

specialists received new information, made decisions
and awaited further updates from the organizers of
the game, designed by a NASA aerospace engineer. 

As fictional months ticked by in the simulation, the
probability of the giant space rock crashing into
Earth rose to 10 percent-and then to 100 percent.
NASA launched a probe in 2021 to examine the
threat up close. In December that year, astronomers
confirmed it was headed straight to the Denver area
and that the western US city would be destroyed. The
major space powers of the United States, Europe,
Russia, China and Japan decided to build six “kinetic
impactors”-probes meant to hit the asteroid to
change its trajectory.

It took time to build the impactors and wait for the
right launch window. The impacts were set for August
2024. Three impactors managed to hit the asteroid.
The main body was deflected, but a smaller fragment
broke off and continued on a deadly path, this time
towards the eastern US. Washington considered
sending a nuclear bomb to deflect the 60-meter
rock-repeating a successful strategy that saved
Tokyo last year-but it was crippled by political dis-
agreements. — AFP
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