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Sydney residents warned that region 
faces ‘catastrophic’ bushfire threat

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian ex-leader Najib Razak’s
first trial linked to the 1MDB scandal will proceed after a
judge ruled prosecutors had made a sufficient case yes-
terday, boosting efforts to bring him to justice over the
mammoth fraud. The former prime minister will take the
stand next month when his defense begins, in the case
related to the theft of billions of dollars from sovereign
wealth fund 1MDB.

His coalition was ousted at the polls last year after six
decades in power, largely due to the scandal, and he has
since been arrested and hit with dozens of charges linked
to the looting of the investment vehicle. The 66-year-old
went on trial for the first time in April over the controver-
sy, in a case centering on the transfer of 42 million ringgit
($10.1 million) from a former 1MDB unit into his bank
account. Najib denies any wrongdoing.

Prosecutors finished presenting their evidence in
August, and on Monday High Court judge Mohamad
Nazlan Mohamad Ghazali ruled the case was strong
enough to go forward and Najib should enter his defense.
“The accused had enormous and overarching influence”
over the 1MDB unit, SRC International, the judge told the
court, adding the prosecution had established Najib has
a case to answer for all seven charges he is facing. “It was
under the control of the accused from day one. The
accused wielded considerable power.”

‘Calm and cool’ 
The alternative would have been to strike out the

charges in the case — although Najib is still facing sev-
eral other cases linked to 1MDB, with his biggest trial
over the scandal having opened in August. Yetserday’s
decision will be a relief for Malaysia’s government and
94-year-old Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, who
came to power partly on a pledge to get to the bottom of
the 1MDB scandal and bring those involved to justice.

Lawyers for Najib, who is free on bail, said he would
take the stand when the defense stage of proceedings
gets underway on December 3. “I am calm and cool,” the
blue-blooded former leader, whose father and uncle were
both prime ministers, told AFP after the ruling, giving a
smile. But his lead lawyer, Muhammad Shafee Abdullah,
said that Najib was “shocked” by the court’s decision,
adding the ex-PM had been confident of being cleared.
And he indicated the legal saga may have some time to
run, saying that appeals could push the case beyond
Malaysia’s next election — due by 2023 at the latest.

Worldwide spending spree 
Najib is facing four charges of corruption and three

money-laundering counts in the trial. Each charge of cor-
ruption carries a maximum jail term of 20 years, and each
money-laundering count is punishable by a term of up to
15 years. The amounts involved in Najib’s first trial are
small, however, compared to those in his second and
most significant one, which centers on allegations he illic-
itly obtained over $500 million from 1MDB.

US authorities, who are investigating the fund as mon-
ey was allegedly laundered through the American finan-
cial system, believe $4.5 billion was looted from 1MDB. It
was allegedly used to fuel a worldwide spending spree
by Najib and his inner circle — including suspected mas-
termind, fugitive financier Jho Low — with looted cash
spent on items ranging from a super-yacht to high-end
real estate. — AFP 
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More than 350 schools will be closed and a broad fire ban has been put in place
SYDNEY: Sydney residents were warned of “catastroph-
ic” danger and a state of emergency was declared yester-
day as Australia girded for a fresh wave of devastating
bushfires. For the first time, Australia’s largest city and the
surrounding area faced the top level of fire warning —
with authorities warning “lives and homes will be at risk”.

“There is nothing built or designed to withstand... cata-
strophic” conditions, said Shane Fitzsimmons, commission-
er of the rural fire service for New South Wales state,
which encompasses Sydney. High temperatures and strong
winds were expected to create tinderbox conditions today,
prompting state premier Gladys Berejiklian to declare the
seven-day state of emergency. More than 350 schools will
be closed, a broad fire ban has been put in place and the
military is providing logistic support for firefighters.

Three people have died, thousands have been displaced
and more than 150 homes destroyed by dozens of out-of-
control blazes in the state’s north. In the last few months,
roughly 11,000 square kilometers — an area larger than
Jamaica or Kosovo — has been scorched, according to the
New South Wales fire service. Conditions eased yesterday
and some residents were able to return home, although a
heavy haze lingered over many fire-hit regions. The Blue
Mountains to Sydney’s west, the wine-producing Hunter
Valley to the north as well as the Illawarra region to the
city’s south are expected to be the hardest hit.

‘Can’t rebuild lives’ 
In the town of Rainbow Flat, emergency services were

cutting down trees and trying to open roads to get live-
stock away from the potential path of the fires. “Tomorrow
is about protecting life, protecting property and ensuring
everybody is safe as possible,” said Berejiklian. Some

communities faced the threat of fresh blazes even as they
picked up the pieces from the last one.

In Old Bar, firefighters were back-burning to starve the
fire of fuel, while helicopters dropped water from over-
head. “There (are) unburned pockets of land, so we have
actually... burnt it out so it doesn’t pose a threat in the next
couple of days,” said firefighter Brett Slavin. Shirley
Murphy, 82, returned from evacuation and said she was
“very lucky” to have her home still standing. “You can
rebuild a home but you can’t rebuild lives.”

Months of drought have sapped moisture from the
earth and vegetation across much of eastern Australia,
creating dangerous conditions for the outbreak and
spread of wildfires. Many fires have been burning since
October, which according to Paul Read, an expert at
Monash University, was “much earlier than usual and will
get worse as summer gets closer”. As well as the direct
risk from fire, Read said there will be a broader risk asso-
ciated with smoke haze. “An air quality index (AQI) above
300 is considered hazardous to everybody, not just the
vulnerable,” he said, adding that level had already been
breached in multiple locations, including Sydney. Haze was
reported as far away as New Caledonia, almost 1,500 kilo-
meters across the Coral Sea. The severity of the fires so
early in the season has sparked arguments about the threat
from climate change and fresh criticism of the conservative
government’s refusal to curb the use of fossil fuels. Deputy
Prime Minister Michael McCormack, leader of the rural
National Party in the governing coalition, drew ire for sug-
gesting now was not the time to talk about the climate.
“We don’t need the ravings of some pure, enlightened and
woke capital-cities greenies at this time, when (people) are
trying to save their homes,” he said. — AFP SYDNEY: Trees are burned black after a bushfire in Old Bar, 350km north of Sydney on November 10, 2019. — AFP 

Sri Lanka minister 
slams Facebook 
over ‘censorship’
COLOMBO: A senior Sri Lankan minister accused social
media giant Facebook yesterday of censoring comments he
made questioning the citizenship of presidential election
frontrunner Gotabhaya Rajapakse. The nationality of
Rajapakse, brother of former strongman president Mahinda,
is a key issue ahead of voting Saturday as Sri Lankan law
prohibits dual citizens from holding elected office.

Communications Minister Harin Fernando asked in a
Facebook post on his official ministry page Sunday
whether Rajapakse should be allowed to stand, suggesting

he was still a US national. “Is Mr Rajapakse legally able to
contest at a Presidential election in Sri Lanka?” Fernando
asked in the now-deleted post. “If elected, will he be able
to take oaths and discharge the duties of the office?”
Gotabhaya became a US citizen in 2003, giving up his Sri
Lanka passport after migrating to Los Angeles following a
20-year military career.

He returned to Colombo in 2005, when he says he
reclaimed Sri Lankan citizenship and was appointed
defense secretary in his brother’s administration. Gotabhaya
insists he renounced US citizenship in May this year.
Fernando said Facebook took down the post from his offi-
cial ministry page on Sunday, and he repeated the allega-
tions on Twitter while complaining he had been censored.

The same post was still visible on his private Facebook
page, however, including a screenshot of what he claimed
was Rajapakse’s US passport. “American companies
shouldn’t interfere on behalf of an American contesting a
SL election. I stand by my every word,” he tweeted. A

Facebook spokesperson said they routinely took down any
posts containing personal or confidential information. “We
remove this content whenever we become aware of it,” the
company said.

Last month, Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg said it
would not censor political speech. “I don’t think most peo-
ple want to live in a world where you can only post things
that tech companies judge to be 100 percent true,” he
said. Rajapakse’s nationality is also the subject of a police
investigation, but the next court hearing will only be held
after the election. If he wins the vote he would be immune
from prosecution during his term.

Social media has been abuzz with speculation about
Rajapakse’s citizenship, while a copy of a purportedly can-
celled US passport shown by his lawyers has been chal-
lenged as fake. The US embassy in Colombo has declined
to comment on the issue. Rajapakse and current housing
minister Sajith Premadasa, are the leading candidates in a
field of 35 contesting Saturday’s election. — AFP 

KHULNA: The death toll from a cyclone
that barreled into the coasts of Bangladesh
and India has risen to 24, authorities said
yesterday, as the two nations assess the
scale of devastation wreaked by the pow-
erful storm. Bangladesh carried out one of
its biggest ever evacuation drives, moving
some 2.1 million people to cyclone shel-
ters specially built to minimize casualties
from such storms, which can claim thou-
sands of victims.

Cyclone Bulbul, packing winds of up to
120 kilometers per hour (75 mph) when it
hit late Saturday, kil led 12 people in
Bangladesh — 11 from falling trees — and
12 in India’s West Bengal and Odisha
states. Five others remain missing after a
fishing trawler sank in squally weather
near Bangladesh’s southern island of
Bhola, district administrator Masud Alam
Siddiqui said. Bangladesh’s junior minister
for disaster management Enamur Rahman
told AFP Bulbul left a trail of destruction,
damaging some 10,000 mud, tin and bam-

boo homes and 200,000 hectares
(494,000 acres) of crops.

The cyclone weakened as it tracked
inland. The Sundarbans — the world’s
largest mangrove forest which straddles
the two nations and is home to several
endangered species — shielded the coast
from the storm’s full impact, officials added.
In India, nearly 120,000 evacuated people
were returning home as the cyclone weak-
ened, authorities said. Coastal crops in
Odisha were also extensively damaged,
officials told the Press Trust of India.

Bangladesh’s low-lying coast, home to
30 million people, and India’s east are
regularly battered by cyclones that have
claimed the lives of hundreds of thou-
sands of people in recent decades. While
the storms’ frequency and intensity have
increased — part ly due to c l imate
change — the death tolls have come
down because of faster evacuations and
the building of thousands of coastal
shelters. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s former prime minister Najib
Razak arrives for his trial at the High Court. — AFP

Australian 
citizen jailed 
in Vietnam for
‘terrorism’
HANOI: Vietnam jailed a dissident with
Australian citizenship for 12 years yester-
day on terrorism charges, his lawyer told
AFP, in the one-party state where anti-
government criticism is routinely quashed.
Chau Van Kham, who fought against the
communists during the Vietnam War,
belongs to the outlawed Viet Tan group
and was in Vietnam for a fact-finding mis-
sion when he was arrested in January.

The 70-year-old was jailed for “terror-
ism against the People’s Administration”
and will be deported after he serves his
sentence, his lawyer Trinh Vinh Phuc told
AFP. Kham was jailed alongside Nguyen
Van Vien, who got 11 years, and Tran Van
Quyen who was sentenced to 10 years,
both on the same charges. “In court Kham
said he did not conduct any terrorist acts,
his activities were peaceful,” Phuc told AFP
after the one-day trial in Ho Chi Minh City.
“Twelve years is too high,” Phuc said,
adding that Kham had hoped for a sen-
tence of less than 10 years.

His son told AFP he was “shocked” by
the verdict, which could see his father
remain in jail until he is over 80 if his
appeal is not successful. “It’s the worst
possible outcome,” Dennis Chau told AFP
from Britain, where he lives. Kham and Vien
were arrested on January 13 in Ho Chi
Minh City, two days after Kham entered

Vietnam overland via Cambodia. He was in
the country to conduct human rights
research and meet with activist and civil
society contacts, Viet Tan said. Prosecutors
accused him of giving money to Vien and
spreading information about Viet Tan in
Vietnam, according to state media.

Banned group 
Kham has been a member of the banned

anti-government Viet Tan group since
2010. It is run by members who are mostly
overseas since Hanoi designated it a terror-
ist organization in 2016, accusing it of
“instigating violence”. Viet Tan denies the
claim and says it “advocates for social jus-
tice and democratic change through
peaceful means”. The group called for the
men to be released immediately.

“We challenge the Vietnamese govern-
ment to provide any evidence linking them
to ‘terrorism’,” Viet Tan said in a statement
yesterday, accusing Vietnam of “criminaliz-
ing human rights advocacy”. Kham is a for-
mer Navy serviceman who fought on the
side of the south during the Vietnam War,
fleeing on a boat in 1983 after the fall of
Saigon — now called Ho Chi Minh City —
and eventually settling in Australia, where
his wife and another son now live.

His co-defendant Vien belongs to the
Brotherhood for Democracy group and
was a Facebook friend of Kham. Quyen
was accused of making fake IDs for Viet
Tan members, but the group says it has no
association with him. Communist Vietnam
frequently jails its critics, and a conserva-
tive regime in power since 2016 has
cracked down on activists in the one-party
state. Scores are currently behind bars, an
increasing number for posting on Facebook
since a controversial cybersecurity law was
passed last year. — AFP 

Zimbabwe 
readies mass
wildlife migration
HARARE: Zimbabwe is planning an
enforced mass migration of wildlife away
from a park in the country’s south, where
thousands of animals are at risk of death
due to drought-induced starvation. At least
200 elephants have already died at two
other parks due to lack of food and water,
along with scores of buffalo and antelope,
Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management
Authority (Zimparks) said yesterday.

“They will continue (to die) until the
rains come. The biggest threat to our ani-
mals right now is loss of habitat,” Zimparks
spokesman Tinashe Farawo told Reuters.
The El Nino-induced drought has also tak-
en its toll on crops, leaving more than half of
the population in need of food aid. Farawo
said Zimparks and private partners planned

to move 600 elephants - as well as giraffe,
lions, buffalo, antelope and spotted wild
dogs - from Save Valley Conservancy in
southern Zimbabwe to three other national
parks. “This is the biggest translocation of
animals in the history of wildlife movement
here because we are talking of distances of
more than 1,000 kilometers,” said Farawo.

It will start once the summer rains come.
Those are expected to start this week,
which would offer major relief for the
stricken animals and for farmers who are
preparing for the 2019/20 planting season.
The migration will also help to save the
conservancy’s ecosystem by depopulating
it because the animals “are now becoming
a threat to their own survival,” Farawo said
Zimbabwe is home to some 80,000 ele-
phants, around a fifth of Africa’s total, con-
servationists estimate. Overall numbers
have declined sharply in recent years,
mostly due to a combination of poaching,
illegal hunting and drought. Farawo said
Zimparks, which does not receive govern-
ment funding, requires $40 million annually
for conservation efforts but only generates
half the amount. — Reuters

Cyclone death toll rises 
in Bangladesh, India

KOYRA: A woman walks through a water logged house after cyclone Bulbul hit the area in
Koyra, some 100 km from Khulna. — AFP 


