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News in brief

Scandal dogs populists as 
EU parliament vote nears 

Main parties set to lose ground in polls 

Turkey orders arrest of 249 

ISTANBUL: Turkish authorities yesterday ordered
the arrest of 249 past and present foreign ministry
personnel suspected of ties to the group blamed
for a failed 2016 coup, the prosecutor’s office said.
At least 78 have already been detained, the office
in the capital Ankara said. The latest crackdown is
part of a probe in 42 cities into alleged irregulari-
ties in the foreign ministry entrance exam in favor
of members of a movement led by US-based
Muslim preacher Fethullah Gulen. The suspects
joined the foreign ministry between 2010 and
2013, according to the prosecutor’s office.
Fourteen are currently serving in the ministry,
while the rest had already been removed from their
posts, a judicial source said. — AFP 

Armed group kills 11 in Brazil

SAO PAULO: An armed group entered a bar in
the Brazilian northern city of Belem on Sunday
and fired at patrons, killing 11 people and leaving
one wounded, according to local media reports.
The armed group, whose members were wearing
masks to cover their faces, arrived in cars and a
motorbike before shooting dead six women and
five men in the bar in a poor, violent neighbor-
hood in the capital of Para state, said G1 news
website. There was no information regarding
possible motivation for the crime and no arrests
had been made by early Sunday evening. The
identities of the victims were not given. Some
videos taken right after the shooting were posted
on social media, showing slain people on the
ground and a dead woman on top of the bar’s
counter. —Reuters 

Katumbi returns home from exile 

LUBUMBASHI, DR Congo: Thousands of people
welcomed Moise Katumbi, a prominent foe of
former DR Congo president Joseph Kabila, as he
landed at Lubumbashi airport yesterday after
three years in self-imposed exile. The govern-
ment in Kinshasa meanwhile told people to
expect an important announcement regarding
the appointment of a prime minister by Kabila’s
successor, Felix Tshisekedi. Katumbi, a wealthy
businessman and former governor of Katanga
province in  the southeast  of  the country,
returned three years to the day after he flew to
Belgium. He flew home in a private jet to be
greeted by supporters, many of them dressed in
white, lining the road between the airport and
the center of Lubumbashi, the capital of mineral-
rich Haut-Katanga province. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: As up to 400 million Europeans prepare
to vote for the EU parliament, the populist challenge to
the Brussels consensus has been disrupted by scandal.
In Austria, the far-right vice-chancellor has resigned in
disgrace after falling victim to a hidden camera sting as
he appeared to seek Russian backing. Britain’s Nigel
Farage, the leader of the Brexit Party, has led a strong
campaign but has been dogged by questions about
where his money comes from.

And in France, veteran right-winger Marine Le Pen
has been forced to deny that former Donald Trump
adviser Steve Bannon has any role in her campaign.
The cloud of scandal partly overshadowed coverage of
Italian hardliner Matteo Salvini’s pre-election national-
ist European unity rally in Milan on Saturday. So far,
there is no sign these wobbles will blunt the advance of
populist forces in this week’s vote, but they have
opened space for centrist critics.

‘Help slow the advance’ 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel spurred the

mainstream counter-attack at the weekend, urging EU
voters to reject nationalist “politicians for sale”.
Matthias Jung of German pollster Forschungsgruppe
Wahlen told the Tagesspiegel that the scandal could
help “slow the advance of the populists”. Nationalists,
eurosceptics and the populist far-right are expected to
improve their representation in the European
Parliament in the election.

But it is not clear they can work together closely
enough to disrupt the pro-EU consensus, even if the
main centre-left and centre-right parties suffer.
Turnout has traditionally been low in the pan-conti-

nental vote, however, and mainstream politicians are
hoping the scandals will mobilize the electorate. In
France, President Emmanuel Macron’s l iberal
Renaissance movement is battling to win more seats
than Le Pen’s National Rally. Macron’s supporters
denounced Bannon’s presence in France, and accused
the European far-right of serving as a “Trojan horse”
for Trump and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin. 

In Austria, protests erupted after Vice-Chancellor
Heinz-Christian Strache was caught on video offering
favours to a woman purporting to be the niece of a
Russian oligarch. Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, who tried
to tame the far-right FPOe by tying it into a coalition
with his conservative People’s Party, pulled the plug
and called early elections. The European Parliament,
which will be elected in votes across 28 nations
between Thursday and Sunday, has never been more
important in framing the continent’s laws. But each
vote since the first one in 1979 has seen a lower
turnout than the last, and much of the energy in this
year’s race has come from those opposed to deeper
integration.

No big personalities have emerged among the can-
didates to lead the European Commission, the top job
in Brussels and one that will be assigned by Europe’s
national leaders. For now, only Britain is on the verge
of quitting the union altogether, but eurosceptic and
europhobic parties of various flavors are mounting a
challenge. Polling at the start of the campaign period
pointed to around 173 members being elected from
these groups in the 751-member Strasbourg and
Brussels assembly. And the main centre-right and cen-
tre-left groupings that have dominated pan-European

politics in recent years look set to lose ground.
According to opinion polls, the top two groups

could lose 30 seats each, meaning they will not be able
to form a majority and may have to reach out to liber-
als and Greens. The liberal ALDE hopes for an infusion

of new blood from Macron’s Renaissance and from
Spanish party Ciudanos. For Brussels insiders, the big
night will not be Sunday when the first results of the
parliamentary race emerge, but two days later when
the national leaders meet for dinner. — AFP

STOCKHOLM: Swedish prosecutors yesterday issued
a formal request to hold WikiLeaks founder Julian
Assange, currently imprisoned in Britain, on suspicion
of rape - a first step towards seeking his extradition to
Sweden. Swedish deputy director of public prosecu-
tions Eva-Marie Persson said in a statement she had
filed a request with the Uppsala district court to have
Assange detained in his absence over an alleged rape.
Detaining someone in their absence is a standard part
of Swedish legal procedure if a suspect is outside the
country or cannot be located. 

The request follows last week’s reopening of a 2010
rape investigation, and Persson added that once the
court had granted the request, she would then ask
British authorities to transfer Assange to Sweden. “If

the court decides to detain him, I will issue a European
Arrest Warrant concerning surrender to Sweden,”
Persson said. The Australian whistleblower, who holed
himself up in the Ecuadoran embassy in London for
seven years to avoid a British extradition order to
Sweden, was arrested by British police on April 11 after
Ecuador gave him up.

A London court sentenced him on May 1 to 50
weeks in jail for breaching the British order. The
Swedish investigation concerns events which took
place in 2010 when a Swedish woman accused Assange
of rape, after meeting him at a WikiLeaks conference in
Stockholm. Assange has always denied the allegations.
Swedish authorities closed the investigation in 2017,
when Sweden’s then director of public prosecutions
Marianne Ny argued that since Assange could not be
reached, having taken up residence in Ecuador’s
embassy, it was not possible to proceed with the probe.
But the investigation was reopened on May 13 follow-
ing Assange’s arrest in London.

Uncertain future 
The prosecution authority was unable to say when

the detention hearing would take place since this would

be up to the court to decide, and that a European
Arrest Warrant would only be issued after the court
had granted the detention request. When contacted by
AFP, the Uppsala district court, where the request was
filed, said the detention hearing had not yet been
scheduled. Assange’s Swedish lawyer Per E Samuelson
said that he didn’t think the detention hearing could
take place this week, since he would need to go over
the matter with his client first. “I’ve written the district
court and said that they can’t hold a detention hearing
until I’ve met my client and received instructions. Since
he is currently incarcerated in London I haven’t even
been able to establish contact over the phone yet,”
Samuelson told AFP yesterday. Assange is already the
subject of an extradition request from the United
States, where he is wanted for hacking. That request
was only revealed following his arrest in London.

Eva-Marie Persson said it would be up to British
authorities to decide which country’s request should
take precedence. “In the event of a conflict between a
European Arrest Warrant and a request for extradition
from the US, UK authorities will decide on the order of
priority. The outcome of this process is impossible to
predict,” Persson said. — AFP 
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ROUFFACH, France: People work yesterday to prepare the mailing of election material to citizens as part of
the upcoming European parliament elections. — AFP 

NAIROBI: Scores of wealthy Ethiopians paid an
eye-watering $173,000 to attend a dinner thrown
by Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, to raise funds to
beautify the capital Addis Ababa, state media
reported yesterday. The state-affiliated Fana
Broadcasting Corporate published pictures of
diners, some wearing tuxedos, seated at a long
rose-covered banquet table. “A seat at the event
is valued at 5 million birr,” the report said. The
dinner was held to raise funds for a three-year
project by Abiy to “lift the image” of the capital, a
bustling, fast-changing city where modern build-
ings have shot up, construction is ever-present
and greenery scarce.

“The rapid growth and expansion of the city
over the past few years has not adequately utilised
the natural resources and beautiful topography
that the city is endowed with,” according to a
video of the project posted on Abiy’s website. The
video said that currently green cover is only 0.3 sq
m per capita in Addis Ababa, and the project
hopes to raise this to seven square metres per
capita - in line with average green coverage in
Africa. The project along an area of 56 sq km
envisions parks, bicycle paths and walkways along
the rivers of the capital, the planting of trees and
the development of urban farms.  

The project is estimated to cost $1 billion,
according to Fana. It was not known how many
people attended the dinner, or who they were.
Abiy’s website said that those present would have
a plaque with their name on it placed along the
project route, and would have a private photo-op
with the prime minister. The pictures would be
compiled into “an album of individuals who
changed the face of Addis Ababa.”

Abiy has won praise for his reformist agenda
since taking office in April last year. Ethiopia is
home to over 100 million people, the second most
populous country on the continent after Nigeria,
and its economy is the fastest growing in the
region. However, it is also one of the poorest, and
the World Bank estimates average earnings of
$783 per year. —AFP 

KAFRANBEL, Syria: A woman salvages items from a building that was destroyed during airstrikes by Russia
in this town in Idlib province yesterday. — AFP 

KAFRANBEL, Syria: Air strikes by Syrian regime ally
Russia have killed 10 civilians including five children in a
northwestern militant bastion, a monitor said yesterday,
hours after Moscow announced a ceasefire there. The
Russian army said the air raids overnight on the town of
Kafranbel, in Idlib province, came after it pinpointed the
area as the launchpad for rocket fire on its key Syria air-
base of Hmeimim. 

Syria’s former Al-Qaeda affiliate, Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham,
controls a large part of Idlib province as well as parts of
neighboring Aleppo, Hama and Latakia provinces. The
stronghold is supposed to be protected from a govern-
ment offensive by a September buffer zone deal, but
regime and Russian bombardment has increased there
since late April. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said Russian air strikes overnight killed five children, four
women, and one man in Kafranbel. The raids hit near a
hospital in the town, knocking it out of service, the Britain-
based monitor said.

An AFP correspondent saw five homes on the edges on
the town that were destroyed or damaged after the strikes.

Survivors picked through the debris to save the belongings
they could, the reporter said, while a young man covered
in dust from head to toe leant against a wall, shell-shocked
after his father was killed. Umm Wasel narrowly missed the
air strike on her home after relatives invited her over to
break her daily fast of the Islamic month of Ramadan with
them. “I came back at night to find my home devastated,”
said the 72-year-old, dressed in a long red robe and a
black scarf covering her hair. People “had thought I was
under the rubble”, she said.

Children killed at school 
The Observatory said six other civilians also died in

bombardment by regime forces in other parts of the Idlib
region on Sunday. Fighting raged in the north of Hama
province between loyalists and jihadists early yesterday,
the Observatory said, after relative respite in bombard-
ment over the past three days. Russian aeroplanes pound-
ed the south of Idlib province, while government aircraft
targeted the north of Hama province with machine guns,
missiles, and crude barrel bombs, the monitoring group
added.

Save the Children said 38 children had been killed in
shelling in northwest Syria since April 1, including nine at
school, seven at the market and one in hospital. “Schools,
hospitals and other vital civilian infrastructure must be
protected from attack,” the charity’s Syria director Sonia
Khush said. “Children are particularly vulnerable to the
impact of explosive weapons, and warring parties should
make a particular effort to protect them,” she said.—AFP 
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