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British pedophile
jailed for Malaysia 
abuse found dead
LONDON: A British pedophile convicted in 2016
of raping 22 children in Malaysia has died in a
British prison, officials said yesterday, as media
reports suggested he had been stabbed. Richard
Huckle, who preyed on children in a poor part of
the Malaysian capital Kuala Lumpur, was serving
22 concurrent life sentences for his crimes. Multiple
media outlets in Britain cited unnamed sources say-
ing he had been stabbed.

A Prison Service spokesman confirmed Huckle
had died on Sunday at Full Sutton Prison in north-
ern England. “It would be inappropriate to comment
further while a police investigation is ongoing,” he
added. Media reports said he was found dead in his
cell after being attacked with a makeshift knife. At
his trial in 2016, Huckle admitted a total of 71
offences against children he had groomed while
posing as a volunteer working with Christian com-
munities in Malaysia between 2006 and 2014. He
posted pictures of the abuse of boys and girls on a
website. The youngest victim was believed to have
been around six months old. Huckle was eventually
caught as part of an Australian investigation into the
site. British police arrested him at London’s Gatwick
Airport in December 2014 as he returned home from
Malaysia to spend Christmas with his parents. He was
carrying a heavily-encrypted computer and camera
that contained more than 200,000 images of child sex
abuse — over 1,000 of which showed him committing
offences including rape. —AFP

WARSAW: Poland’s governing right-wing populist
party was poised to win a weekend election, latest
results showed, and appeared on track to keep a par-
liamentary majority that would allow it to pursue a
judicial reform agenda that has put it at loggerheads
with the EU. The triumph by the Law and Justice (PiS)
party followed a campaign focused on a raft of new
welfare measures coupled with attacks on LGBT rights
and Western values.

“We have four years of hard work ahead. Poland
must change more and it must change for the better,”
said PiS party leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski after an exit
poll showed him winning with an expanded majority.
His party controlled 239 of the 460 seats in last parlia-
ment. Near full official results provided by the state
elections commission on Monday did not provide a seat
count. Condemning the PiS’s anti-LGBT drive and close
church ties, but sharing the its welfare goals, the left
returned to parliament after a four-year hiatus. 

A far-right libertarian party, known for its anti-EU
views, also made it over the five percent threshold to
enter parliament. Experts believe that a strong PiS win
would see it continuing court reforms that risk under-
mining judicial independence and the rule of law, some-
thing likely to further stoke conflict with the European
Union. Should full results confirm an expanded majority,
“we can expect the PiS to further limit liberal democra-
cy,” Warsaw University political scientist Anna
Sosnowska-Materska told AFP. 

The PiS scored 44.57 percent of the vote, outpac-
ing the centrist Civic Coalition (KO) opposition with
26.65 percent support and a leftist coalition that took
12.27 percent, based on 91 percent of official results
published by the state elections commission yester-
day. The PSL farmers/Kukiz 15 alliance took 8.63 per-
cent of the vote for 30 seats. The new far-right liber-
tarian Confederation party, captured 6.76 percent
support for 13 seats. 

Welfare state 
In office since 2015, Kaczynski’s PiS has focused on

poorer rural voters, coupling family values with the
introduction of welfare state spending like a popular
child allowance, tax breaks for low-income earners and
hikes to pensions and the minimum wage. “The PiS is
finally taking care of the weakest, most vulnerable mem-
bers of society,” Kasia, a 40-year-old psychologist
working at a women’s shelter, told AFP after voting in
Warsaw on Sunday. “I’ve seen it first hand at work.”

Kaczynski, who is widely regarded as Poland’s de facto
leader, has also stoked deep social division by attacking
sexual minorities and rejecting Western liberal values, all
with the tacit blessing of Poland’s influential Catholic
Church which holds sway over rural voters. He is among
several populist leaders in the European Union seeking
greater national sovereignty over the federalism champi-
oned by France and Germany. The PiS has sought favor
with the Trump administration. Poland has long regarded
the United States as the primary guarantor of its security
within the NATO alliance and as a bulwark against Russia,
its Soviet-era master with whom tensions still run high.

‘Safeguard future’  
Backed by outgoing EU Council President Donald

Tusk — from Poland and Kaczynski’s arch-rival on the
domestic scene — the opposition Civic Coalition has
drawn support mainly from urban voters upset by the
PiS’s divisive politics, judicial reforms threatening the
rule of law, graft scandals and monopolization of public
media. “I voted for democracy, to safeguard the future of
my grandchildren,” Jadwiga Sperska, a 64-year-old
working pensioner and KO supporter, said outside a
Warsaw polling station.

“The current government’s direction could lead us out
of the EU,” she added. “I support an open, tolerant soci-
ety, without aggression and with same-sex unions,” said
Monika Pronkiewicz, a 31-year-old public sector worker

and left-wing voter in Warsaw. Kaczynski has tapped
into a populist backlash against liberal elites, similar to
trends in Western Europe and the US. His party’s bid to
build a welfare state appeals to Poles who felt left behind
amid the explosive growth and unfettered free-market
drive after communism fell in 1989. Analysts suggest the
social outlays have made the PiS a “teflon party”, cush-
ioning its reputation amid a string of graft scandals

involving senior members. The KO had vowed to reverse
PiS court reforms, which the EU says threaten judicial
independence, but otherwise offered voters few con-
crete measures. Critics attribute strong economic growth
under the PiS to favorable external factors. A tight labor
market in the EU country of 38 million people saw it
become the world’s top temporary migrant labor desti-
nation in 2017, according to the OECD. —AFP

‘Poland must change more and it must change for the better’

Populists set to win Poland vote, 
raising fears of new EU tensions

WARSAW: Leader of Poland’s ruling Law and Justice (PiS) party, Jaroslaw Kaczynski reacts after the
first exit polls during the party’s electoral evening. —AFP

Spain jails 
Catalan separatist
leaders for 
independence bid
BARCELONA: Thousands of angry pro-
testers took to the streets of Barcelona
yesterday after Spain’s Supreme Court
sentenced nine Catalan separatist leaders
to between nine and 13 years in jail for
sedition over the failed 2017 independence
bid. As the news broke, demonstrators
turned out en masse, blocking streets in
Barcelona and elsewhere as police braced
for what activists said would be a mass
response of civil disobedience.

The long-awaited ruling capped weeks
of rising tension, and puts the Catalan ques-
tion at the heart of the political debate less
than a month before Spain heads into its
fourth general election in as many years.
Ahead of the ruling, Barcelona had woken
up to a heavy police presence, with forces
noticeably visible around the regional high
court, the main Sants train station and El
Prat, Spain’s second busiest airport. “I feel
very affected by the sentence even though I
expected it. I feel fury and a sense of power-
lessness,” said Joan Guich, a 19-year-old
maths student who was protesting on Gran
Via. “They have been convicted for an ideol-
ogy which I agree with.”

The 12 defendants were put on trial in
February for their role in the banned
October 1, 2017 referendum and the short-
lived independence declaration that fol-

lowed it. The harshest sentence of 13 years
was handed to former Catalan vice presi-
dent Oriol Junqueras who served as the
main defendant in absence of Carles
Puigdemont, the region’s leader who fled
Spain to avoid prosecution.

‘An outrage’ 
In a tweet from Brussels, Puigdemont

denounced the sentences as an “outrage”.
“100 years in all. An outrage. Now more than
ever, by your side and those of your families.
It is time to react as never before,” he wrote.
And in a letter to his supporters released on
Monday, Junqueras said the story was far
from over.  “Nothing ends today, you neither
win nor convince,” he wrote in remarks
directed at Spain’s central government. “We
will come back even stronger... and win.

Spain’s government has expressed hope
that the trial’s end would allow it to move
on from the crisis in the wealthy northeast-
ern region, where support for independ-
ence had been gaining momentum over the
past decade. “Following the Supreme Court
decision we need to turn the page based on
peaceful co-existence in Catalonia through
dialogue,” Spanish Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez said, speaking in English.  

‘Democratic tsunami’ of protest 
But Junqueras’ leftwing ERC party has

said dialogue would not be possible with-
out an “amnesty” for “political prisoners
and those in exile”. Barcelona Football
Club also tweeted its own response to the
ruling, saying: “Prison is not the
solution.”The resolution of the conflict in
Catalonia must come exclusively from
political dialogue.” The separatist move-

ment is hoping the guilty verdicts will unite
their divided ranks and bring supporters
onto the streets.

“It is time to rise up against the authori-
tarian fascism of the Spanish state and its
accomplices,” tweeted the radical CDR,
whose activists briefly blocked Barcelona’s
Sants station on Sunday and cut traffic on
one of its main streets. “It is time for the
#PopularRevolt.” “Democratic Tsunami”, a
newly formed group set up to coordinate the
response, called on demonstrators to meet in
Barcelona’s Plaza Cataluna yesterday after-
noon, while the Catalan National Assembly
(ANC) and Omnium Cultural, the region’s
two biggest grassroots pro-independence

groups, have called an evening rally. 
In the coming days, demonstrators will

march from five towns towards Barcelona
where they will congregate on Friday,
when a general strike has been called. For
many, the situation has brought back mem-
ories of tensions in the street in the run-up
to the October 1, 2017 referendum which
was marred by police violence, and ahead
of the short-lived independence declara-
tion that followed on October 27. Former
parliamentary speaker Carme Forcadell
was handed 11 years and six months in
prison, while five other former ministers
were jailed for between 10 years and six
months and 12 years. —AFP

BARCELONA: People protest in Barcelona on October 14, 2019, after Spain’s
Supreme Court sentenced nine Catalan leaders to prison terms ranging from
nine to 13 years for sedition and misuse of public funds for their role in a failed
2017 independence bid. —AFP

Britain, EU enter 
make-or-break 
Brexit week
LONDON: Prime Minister Boris Johnson
repeated yesterday that Britain must leave
the EU on October 31, as divorce talks
resumed in Brussels in a pivotal week that
could define how and when Brexit finally
happens. In an elaborate ceremony in parlia-
ment in London, Queen Elizabeth II set out
Johnson’s legislative program for the coming
year, with leaving the EU top of the agenda.

“My government’s priority has always
been to secure the United Kingdom’s depar-
ture from the European Union on October
31,” she said in a speech to robed peers from
a gilded throne in the upper House of Lords.
“My government intends to work towards a
new partnership with the European Union,
based on free trade and friendly coopera-
tion.” But this depends on the outcome of
closed-door discussions in Brussels, where
officials are racing to reach a deal on Britain’s
exit terms before a summit of EU leaders
starting on Thursday. If he cannot get a deal
by Saturday, Johnson will fall foul of a British
law demanding he ask the EU to delay Brexit
for a third time rather than risk a potentially
disastrous “no deal” departure. “A deal is
possible and it’s possible this month,” Irish
Deputy Prime Minister Simon Coveney said
as he arrived for talks with EU foreign minis-
ters in Luxembourg. “It may even be possible
this week but we’re not there yet.”

Michel Barnier, the bloc’s chief Brexit
negotiator, briefed EU ambassadors late
Sunday after a weekend of talks between
officials described as “intense” and “con-
structive”. After weeks of gloom, the last few
days have given a glimmer of hope that an
agreement can be reached but there has so
far been no decisive breakthrough. Barnier
warned on Sunday that “a lot of work remains
to be done”. This message echoed by
Johnson’s spokesman in London, who said on
Monday: “The talks are constructive but
there is a lot of work still to do.” More than
three years after the 2016 referendum vote to
leave the EU, divorce talks remain stuck on
how to avoid customs checks between British
Northern Ireland and Ireland. After British
MPs rejected a previous plan, Johnson put
forward fresh proposals earlier this month —
but they have been met with a cool response
in Brussels.

‘Release the chutzpah’ 
Johnson took over from his predecessor

Theresa May in July vowing no more delays,
after she postponed Brexit twice in a failed
attempt to get her own divorce deal through
the British parliament. But he has no majority
in the House of Commons, leaving him pow-
erless even to call an election without the
support of opposition parties. In a statement
issued alongside Queen Elizabeth II’s speech,
Johnson said the British public were “tired of
stasis, gridlock and waiting for change”.

It was time to leave the EU and seize
new opportunities, “to tear away that
bureaucratic red tape, to set our own
rules, and to release the talent, creativity,

innovation and chutzpah that exists in
every corner of our United Kingdom”. As
well as a commitment to Brexit, the
Queen’s Speech included a raft of domes-
tic measures, from tackling domestic vio-
lence to plastic pollution.

‘The clock is ticking’ 
Earlier, finance minister Sajid Javid

announced the government’s first post-
Brexit budget would take place on
November 6 “to shape the economy for
the future”. But Johnson is unlikely to get
any of his plans through the Commons, and
if an election comes, a new Queen’s Speech

will be necessary. “I’m not sure they’ll still
be in office on November 6 and it doesn’t
appear to be at all certain that we will
leave the EU on October 31,” said Scottish
National Party leader Nicola Sturgeon.
Some resolution is expected when the
British parliament holds its first Saturday
sitting since the 1982 Falklands War. A law
passed against Johnson’s wishes last month
requires him to ask the EU to delay Brexit
by three months if MPs have not approved
a Brexit deal or a “no deal” departure by
October 19. Johnson could theoretically
refuse, although he would face an immedi-
ate court challenge. —AFP

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK Parliament’s
Parliamentary Recording Unit (PRU) shows Britain’s Prime Minister Boris
Johnson (bottom) gesturing towards the Leader of the opposition Labour Party
Jeremy Corbyn (C) whilst speaking in the House of Commons. —AFP 

UK parliament car 
attacker jailed for life
LONDON: A London judge yesterday jailed for life a
man convicted of trying to “kill as many people as pos-
sible” with his car outside Britain’s parliament last year.
Judge Maura McGowan told Salih Khater, 30, he would
serve a minimum of 15 years in jail following his convic-
tion for attempted murder in July. A jury found that
Khater deliberately tried to plough his car into cyclists,
pedestrians and police in Westminster in August 2018,
in an attack that McGowan said aimed to imitate previ-
ous terror incidents.

“Your undoubted intention was to kill as many peo-
ple as possible and by doing so spread fear and terror,”
she told London’s Old Bailey court in passing the sen-
tence. “You replicated the acts of others who undoubt-
edly have acted with terrorist motives,” she added, not-
ing Khater presented “a significant risk of causing seri-
ous harm to the public in the future”. The Sudanese-
born British national did not kill anyone in the August 14
attack, which saw his car end up crashing into security
barriers. Several people were injured.

During his trial, the court heard that Khater — who
was granted asylum in Britain in 2010 — drove around
Parliament Square several times before veering off at
speed to strike a jogger. He then mowed down a group
of 14 cyclists before accelerating towards two uni-
formed police officers standing by a security barrier
outside parliament, who leapt away to avoid being hit.
The jogger was left lying on the ground with abra-
sions and heavy bruising, while six of the cyclists
received injuries including a broken collar bone and
bruising. —AFP


