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Violence in protests
‘absolute tragedy’:
NATO Iraq chief

BAGHDAD: The violence surrounding waves of
anti-government protests across Iraq has been
“an absolute tragedy”, NATO’s Iraq chief said
yesterday at the close of his year-long mandate.
More than 330 people have died since October 1
in rallies in Baghdad and cities across the south
calling for an overhaul of the current govern-
ment, making them Iraq’s deadliest demonstra-
tions in decades.

“While the events of the last six weeks are an
absolute tragedy, NATO continues to urge
restraint to the government of Iraq,” said
Canadian Major General Dany Fortin, the outgo-
ing commander of NATO’s Iraq mission. The
year-old operation advises and trains Iraqi
troops at three military schools, but Fortin said it
did not have a mandate to train forces in crowd
control. Iraqi security forces have come under
fierce criticism in recent weeks over their use of
live rounds, machine gun fire and tear gas in
response to protests.

They have been accused of firing tear gas can-
isters at point-blank range, leading to “gruesome”
deaths and injuries when canisters pierce protest-
ers’ skulls or lungs. Iraq’s security forces include
traditional military troops and federal police, as
well as the Hashed Al-Shaabi paramilitary net-
work, whose various factions have been ordered
to integrate into the state structure. The military
had “atrophied” following a bloody fight to defeat
Islamic State group jihadists, said Fortin, describ-
ing efforts to reform it as “a generational issue”.

“That takes 20 to 30 years. You’re not going
to see change in one year,” he said. Iraq’s army
was dissolved after the United States-led inva-
sion of 2003 that toppled then-dictator Saddam
Hussein. The US then spent more than a decade
helping restructure the military and the rest of
Iraq’s state institutions. US, European, NATO and
other forces are still deployed across Iraq to train
security forces. 

Fortin said NATO’s operations had suffered
“setbacks” in recent months, including from the
protests and escalating US-Iran tensions. Iraq
has been trapped between its top two allies
Tehran and Washington, who have long been at
odds over the former’s nuclear ambitions. The
alliance’s chief, Jens Stoltenberg, told AFP in
September that Tehran had been “destabilizing”
the region. Fortin will be replaced at the end of
November by Major-General Jennie Carignan,
who will lead roughly 580 personnel, including
from non-NATO partners such as Australia,
Sweden and Finland.  —AFP
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LONDON: Britain’s Prince Andrew pro-
voked a backlash yesterday following an
extraordinary TV interview in which he
denied having sex with an alleged victim
of the convicted sex offender Jeffrey
Epstein, as public relations experts
branded the hour-long exchange “disas-
trous”. Queen Elizabeth II’s second son
was lambasted from all quarters for his
lack of judgment and empathy with the
victims, his extraordinary defense that he
was at a high street pizza restaurant,
never sweated and claim that he only
stayed at the sex offender’s home
because he was ‘too honorable’.

The unprecedented interview was the
first time Andrew has answered ques-
tions about Virginia Robert’s allegations.
It was a PR gamble intended to clear his
name but in attempting to justify his
relationship with Epstein, Andrew
appeared yesterday to have opened
himself up to even greater criticism.
Roberts, now Giuffre, claims she was
forced to have sex with the royal on
three occasions — in London in 2001
when she was 17, in New York and on
Epstein’s private Caribbean island.

PR consultant Mark Borkowski said
the exchanges were “like watching a man
in quicksand” and that he had “never

seen anything so disastrous”. Meanwhile
media lawyer Mark Stephens, who rep-
resented James Hewitt after his alleged
affair with Princess Diana, called the
interview “a catastrophic error”.

No regrets 
“(He) seemed unconcerned by the

seriousness of the matter, laughing and
smiling at several points during the inter-
view... and expressed no regrets or con-
cern about Epstein’s victims,” added The
Guardian. “Not one single word of
remorse,” screamed the front page of the
Mail on Sunday following the interview
on the BBC’s Newsnight program on
Saturday evening.

Andrew, 59, who is eighth in line to
the throne, has been dogged for years by
critism of his links to Epstein, who was
found dead in a New York jail in August.
Giuffre, who alleges that Epstein abused
her for years and farmed her out to his
wealthy friends, first made her allega-
tions against Prince Andrew, who has
repeatedly denied them, in a 2015 US
civil court deposition and has repeated
them in more recent TV interviews.

“I can absolutely categorically tell you
it never happened,” Andrew said referring
to her claim that they had sex, adding he

had “no recollection” of having met her.
The prince told interviewer Emily Maitlis
he was in fact “at home with the children”
on the March 2001 night in question, after
earlier taking his daughter Princess
Beatrice to a pizza restaurant.

He denied they had shared a sweaty
dance at a London nightclub on the
basis he cannot sweat due to a condition
related to having fought in the 1982
Falklands War. And he said a picture
showing him with his arm around Giuffre,
with Epstein’s friend Ghislaine Maxwell
in the background, was “a photograph of
a photograph of a photograph”, hinting
that it could have been doctored.
Epstein, a US multi-millionaire, pleaded
guilty in 2008 to procuring a girl under
the age of 18 for prostitution and served
13 months in a US prison before being
released on probation.

A coroner ruled that he committed
suicide by hanging while awaiting trial
on federal charges he trafficked girls as
young as 14 for sex. Nonetheless
Andrew, who had hosted Epstein at
Windsor Castle, and remained in contact
after he was convicted, expressed little
regret for the friendship, telling Maitlis it
had “seriously beneficial outcomes”
unrelated to the controversies.

‘Convenient place to stay’ 
Jack Scarola, a lawyer for Giuffre, told

The Times on Saturday Andrew should
“submit to an interview under oath with
the investigating authorities” in the US
who continue to probe the Epstein scan-
dal. Andrew said he would “in the right
circumstances” but added he was
“bound by what my legal advice is”.

The prince also faced uncomfortable
questions over staying with Epstein at
his Manhattan townhouse shortly after
his release from prison, when he was
captured on video waving goodbye to
a woman at the front door. A witness
has described seeing Andrew getting a
foot massage from a young Russian
woman there. He repeatedly insisted he
was “not close” to the disgraced finan-
cier and that his home was simply “a
convenient place to stay”.

Andrew also claimed he spent sev-
eral days there to end their friend-
ship face-to-face — in an “honor-
able” way — but ultimately conceded
it was “the wrong thing to do”. “It
was not something that was becom-
ing of a member of the royal family
and we try and uphold the highest
standards and practices and I let the
side down,” he said. —AFP

Disastrous PR stunt was ‘like watching a man in quicksand’

Tens of thousands
protest in Georgia 
demanding snap polls
TBILISI: Tens of thousands of opposition supporters
rallied in Georgia yesterday, demanding the govern-
ment’s resignation and early parliamentary polls after
the increasingly unpopular ruling party backtracked on
promised electoral reforms. In the biggest anti-govern-
ment rally in years, protesters demonstrated outside
the parliament building on the capital Tbilisi’s main
thoroughfare. 

AFP journalists estimated the crowd at more than
20,000. Demanding the government’s resignation and
snap parliamentary polls, the crowd waved Georgian
and European Union flags, lit coloured flares and held
up a giant banner with the anti-Ivanishvili slogan “All
Against One”. The mounting public anger heaped
pressure on the ruling Georgian Dream party, led by
powerful oligarch Bidzina Ivanishvili, which has ruled
out holding early polls. “We demand the government
step down, a provisional cabinet be appointed and ear-
ly parliamentary polls be held under a proportional
system,” Nika Melia, one of the leaders of Georgia’s
main opposition force, the United National Movement
party, told AFP at the rally.

“We also demand the liberation of political prison-
ers,” said Melia, who spent time under house arrest over
his role in anti-government protests in the summer and
is barred from addressing rallies. Protesters locked the

parliament’s gates with padlocks, saying no lawmakers
would be allowed to enter the building. The interior min-
istry warned in a statement that “attempts to storm or
blockade administrative buildings will be immediately
prevented.” Pro-opposition Mtavari TV channel aired
footage of the deployment of large numbers of riot
police armed with guns of a type that fire rubber bullets
inside the parliament building.

‘Oligarchic rule’ 
Opposition parties had called for the protest after

forming an unprecedented united front against
Georgian Dream, whose MPs last week voted down leg-
islation to hold parliamentary elections next year under
a new proportional voting system. The opposition
accused Ivanishvili of orchestrating the bill’s failure.
Protesters say the ruling party unfairly benefits from the
current voting system under which it won nearly 77 per-
cent of seats in the last parliamentary elections in 2016
despite garnering only 48.7 percent of the vote.

Those polls were denounced by opposition parties as
rigged. “We are here to put an end to Ivanishvili’s oli-
garchic rule. His puppet government must go,” one of
the protesters, 66-year-old linguistics professor Mzia
Todua, told AFP. Another protester, student Kote
Dzidziguri, 19, said: “We demand electoral reform so
that Georgians can elect a parliament they will have
trust in.” At a protest on Thursday, some 10,000 people
rallied in Tbilisi, vowing to hold “permanent mass
protests” until their demands for snap polls were met.

Ivanishvili, Georgia’s richest man, had announced
“large-scale political reform” under pressure following
mass street protests in June and July during which 240
people were injured in a police crackdown and two

peaceful protesters — one a teenaged girl — lost an
eye. Georgian Dream, in power since 2012, has seen its
popularity plummet amid widespread discontent over
its failure to address economic stagnation and perceived
backsliding on its commitment to democracy.

Critics have accused Ivanishvili, who is widely
believed to be calling the shots in Georgia, of persecut-
ing political opponents, suffocating critical media, and
creating a corrupt political system where his private
interests dominate government decision-making.
Several opposition leaders — mainly from exiled ex-
president Mikheil Saakashvili’s United National
Movement — have been jailed since Ivanishvili came to
power in what rights activists have denounced as politi-
cal witch-hunt. Senior managers at the two main TV
channels critical of Ivanishvili’s government are facing
criminal charges that they have denounced as trumped-
up and aimed at silencing dissent. —AFP

TBILISI: Georgian opposition supporters wave Georgian and
European flags as they protest outside the parliament. —AFP


