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13 French troops killed in 
Mali helicopter collision 

PARIS: Thirteen French soldiers were killed
in Mali when two helicopters collided during
an operation against insurgents in the coun-
try’s restive north, officials said yesterday,
the heaviest single loss for the French mili-
tary in nearly four decades. The accident
occurred late Monday when three helicop-
ters and a squadron of Mirage jets arrived
to support ground troops pursuing the
fighters in the Liptako region, near the bor-
ders of Burkina Faso and Niger, the defense
ministry said.

The accident brought to 41 the number of
French troops killed in the Sahel region
since Paris intervened against Al-Qaeda-
affiliated militants in Mali in 2013. It also
again underscored the challenge for France
of trying to control an insurgency in an area
the size of Western Europe. Defense
Ministry Florence Parly said Monday’s oper-
ation was particularly risky because it took
place in “total darkness” on a moonless
night, but the exact cause of the collision

remains unknown.
Shortly after troops engaged the insur-

gents fleeing on motorbikes and in a pick-
up truck, a Tiger attack helicopter collided
with a Cougar military transport helicopter.
Both aircraft crashed not far from each
other, killing all on board, the ministry said.
Mali has been besieged by militants carry-
ing out deadly strikes against army bases
and other targets in recent weeks, a flare-
up of violence despite years of efforts to
stem the attacks.

Addressing journalists in Paris, Parly said
President Emmanuel Macron would lead a
commemorative service for the soldiers at
the Invalides military hospital and museum
in Paris “in the coming days”. General
Francois Lecointre, speaking alongside
Parly, said the “black box” flight data
recorders had been recovered from both
aircraft. He did not identify the insurgents,
but said the Islamic State in the Greater
Sahara (ISGS) - an affiliate of the Middle

East terror group - was the main insurgent
force in the area. 

One of the victims Monday was the son
of French Senator Jean-Marie Bockel, a cen-
trist former government minister who sits on
the senate’s armed forces committee, the
father confirmed to AFP. “These 13 heroes
had just one goal: To protect us. I bow my
head in front of the pain of their families and
comrades,” President Emmanuel Macron
said on Twitter. Mali’s President Ibrahim
Boubacar Keita said the soldiers had died
for Mali and all Sahel countries, as well as
for France. “The loss is heavy but the peo-
ples of the Sahel share your bereavement,”
he said in a letter to Macron.

France’s 4,500-member Barkhane force
in Mali, Burkina Faso, Chad, Niger and
Mauritania, is tasked with building up and
training local security forces but also partic-
ipates in operations against the insurgents.
Yet French officials acknowledge that local
security forces remain woefully under-

equipped and under-financed for shoulder-
ing the anti-jihadist fight despite years of
French engagement.

And while Britain has provided helicop-
ters and security personnel, and the US
offers intelligence support and funding,
Paris has failed to convince EU allies to con-
tribute significant troops to the Sahel fight.
Such warnings have given grist to critics
who say France risks becoming bogged
down in a fight it cannot win without signifi-
cant new investment in soldiers and material.
While most parties back the Barkhane oper-
ation, the far-left France Unbowed party
called on the government yesterday to open
a “serious and rational discussion to consid-
er the ways out of this war”. But Parly said
Monday that “this is not the time for ques-
tioning the merit or not of this operation. It’s
a time for mourning.”  

German Chancellor Angela Merkel
offered her “sincere condolences” to the
soldiers’ families, while Ursula von der

Leyen, the incoming EU Commission chief,
said “we share the pain of all French peo-
ple”. “As a former Defense Minister, I
know the true value and importance of the
work French troops are doing to fight ter-
rorism, for the people of Mali as much as
for the people of Europe,” von der Leyen
said on Twitter.

The accident was the heaviest loss for
the French army since the 1983 attack on the
barracks of a multinational force in Beirut
during Lebanon’s civil war, which claimed
the lives of 58 paratroopers as well as 241
Americans. It comes after France announced
the death last month of Ali Maychou, a
Moroccan leader of the Group to Support
Islam and Muslims (GSIM), considered the
top jihadist leader in Mali. Since January,
more than 1,500 civilians have been killed in
jihadist violence in Mali and Burkina Faso,
and more than one million people have been
internally displaced across the five coun-
tries, the UN said this month. — AFP 

This combination of undated handout pictures made available yesterday by the French Army Information and Public Relations Service (SIRPA) shows the thirteen French soldiers killed in Mali in a helicopter collision on Monday. — AFP 

MUMBAI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s party was forced out of
power yesterday in Maharashtra state,
home to the country’s financial capital
Mumbai, following the collapse of its
short-lived coalition. Hard-fought state
elections last month saw Modi’s Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
win the largest share of seats but not
enough to form a government on its own,
prompting weeks of haggling that culmi-
nated in the imposition of presidential
rule on Maharashtra two weeks ago.

The BJP managed to eke out a sur-
prise agreement with a top leader from
the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP)
on Saturday, but victory was fleeting,
after other NCP leaders denounced the
deal, leading to its dissolution. BJP law-
maker Devendra Fadnavis resigned as
chief minister yesterday, telling

reporters that the party could not form
a government.

Although the BJP had previously
governed the country’s richest state in a
coalition with its right-wing regional
ally Shiv Sena, the alliance broke up
after the October election due to a
power-sharing dispute. Shiv Sena and
its ideological rivals, the center-left
Indian National Congress, and the NCP
are expected to stake a joint claim to
form a government instead.

“The fact that these parties, which
have so little in common, are coming
together just to keep the BJP out - this
has very dangerous implications for
Modi and his party,” said Dhaval
Kulkarni, author of a book on Shiv
Sena. “After all the horse-trading last
week, the BJP has basically ended up
with egg on its face,” he told AFP. India
has been battling an economic slow-
down, and the loss of power in
Maharashtra, whose capital Mumbai is
home to business tycoons, the stock
market and the glitzy Bollywood film
industry, is a big blow to Modi. — AFP 

MUMBAI: BJP leader and Chief Minister of Maharashtra Devendra Fadnavis (left) ten-
ders his resignation to Maharashtra Governor Bhagat Singh Koshyari yesterday. — AFP 

BJP forced out
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WASHINGTON: Three Baltimore men who
spent 36 years in prison were exonerated on
Monday of the 1983 murder of a teenage boy
who was shot dead over a jacket. Alfred
Chestnut, Andrew Stewart and Ransom
Watkins were serving life sentences for the
shooting of DeWitt Duckett, a 14-year-old
student at Harlem Park Junior High School in
West Baltimore. Duckett was shot in the neck
inside his school and had his Georgetown
University jacket stolen. It was the first fatal
shooting of a student in a Baltimore public
school and drew widespread press attention
at the time.

“These three men were convicted, as chil-
dren, because of police and prosecutorial
misconduct,” Baltimore state’s attorney
Marilyn Mosby said after the three were for-
mally exonerated by a city circuit court judge
and released from prison. “What the state, my
office, did to them is wrong,” Mosby said.
“They deserve so much more than an apolo-
gy. We owe them real compensation - and I
plan to fight for it.” In a statement, the state’s
attorney office said “detectives targeted the
three men, all 16-year-old Black boys, using
coaching and coercion of other teenage wit-
nesses to make their case”.

According to the Mid-Atlantic Innocence
Project (MAIP), which worked to secure the

release of the “Harlem Park Three,” four
teenage witnesses identified Chestnut,
Stewart and Watkins at their trial but later
recanted their testimony. The witnesses ini-
tially said one person committed the shooting
but identified the three as the assailants under
pressure from police, the MAIP said in a
statement. Chestnut was later seen wearing a
Georgetown jacket but his mother produced
a receipt for the jacket of the university made
popular by its basketball team.

At a press conference following the
release of the three, Watkins said “this should
have never happened”. “Somebody’s got to
pay for this,” he said. “You can’t just leave this
like this. “This fight is not over,” Watkins said.

“You all will hear from us again.” The exoner-
ation of the three men followed a joint investi-
gation by the Baltimore City State’s
Attorney’s Conviction Integrity Unit, MAIP
and other groups.

“Everyone involved in this case - school
officials, police, prosecutors, jurors, the
media, and the community - rushed to judg-
ment and allowed their tunnel vision to
obscure obvious problems with the evi-
dence,” MAIP executive director Shawn
Armbrust said. According to the state’s attor-
ney’s office, six wrongfully convicted men
have previously been released following
investigations involving the Conviction
Integrity Unit. — AFP  

3 Baltimore men 
exonerated after 
36 yrs in prison 

BALTIMORE: (From left) Alfred Chesnut, Andrew Stewart and Ransom Watkins pose for a photo after
their release on Monday. — AFP 

BANGKOK: A wild deer was found dead after
swallowing 7 kilograms of plastic bags and oth-
er trash in Thailand, an official said yesterday,
raising the alarm on waste littering the coun-
try’s waters and forests. The Southeast Asian
country is one of the world’s largest consumers
of plastic, with Thais using up to 3,000 single-
use plastic bags each per year, whether for
wrapping street food, takeaway coffee or pack-
ing groceries.

Marine animals like turtles and dugongs have
died in its waste-choked waters, and autopsies
have found that plastic in the stomach lining
contributed to their deaths. Now the scourge of
plastic waste is affecting Thailand’s animals on
land. Officials said a 10-year-old deer was
found dead in a national park in Nan province,
around 630 km north of capital Bangkok. 

An autopsy discovered “plastic bags in the
stomach, which is one of the causes of his
death”, said Kriangsak Thanompun, director of
the protected region in the Khun Sathan
National Park. The bags contained coffee

grounds, instant noodle packaging, garbage
bags, towels and also underwear, according to
photos provided by the national park.

The discovery of the deer comes months
after a sick baby dugong won hearts in Thailand
as she fought for recovery, only to pass away
from an infection exacerbated by plastic bits
lining her stomach. The demise of Mariam in
August was widely mourned on social media,
reviving public debate on Thailand’s urgent

need to tackle its plastic addiction. 
The loss of the wild deer is “another

tragedy”, Kriangsak said. “It shows we have to
take seriously and reduce... single-use plastic,”
he said, calling for “nature-friendly products” to
be used instead. Several major retailers -
including the operator of the ubiquitous 7-
Eleven convenience stores - have pledged to
stop handing out single-use plastic bags by
January next year. — AFP 
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Veterinarians examine pieces of waste recovered from the stomach of a dead deer at Khun Sathan
National Park in Thailand’s Nan province on Monday. — AFP 

BANGKOK: Ten years after it was intro-
duced, India’s national digital identity
system is becoming ubiquitous in the
country, even as large numbers of home-
less and transgender people are exclud-
ed and many denied essential services, a
study showed. More than 1.2 billion
Aadhaar IDs have been issued, accord-
ing to government data. It is the world’s
largest biometric identity system, and

the 12-digit ID is used for everything
from school enrolments to tax filings.

But an estimated 102 million people
do not have Aadhaar, including 30 per-
cent of India’s homeless population and
more than a quarter of its third-gender
citizens, said a report published late on
Monday by Dalberg, a consulting firm.
Those without Aadhaar include about 90
percent of residents in the northeastern
state of Assam, where nearly 2 million
people were left off a list of citizens
published in August.

“The most marginalized populations
are less likely to have Aadhaar and more
likely to have errors in their Aadhaar
information,” said the report. The errors
could “lead to denial of welfare services,
and at times exclusion,” it said. —Reuters 
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