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News in brief

20 die in Afghan prison raid 

JALALABAD: At least 20 people have been
killed in fighting between security forces and
Islamic State gunmen raiding an Afghan jail, offi-
cials said yesterday, after the jihadist group
claimed the ongoing attack. Fighting was raging
one day after gunmen stormed the prison in the
eastern city of Jalalabad. Nangarhar provincial
hospital spokesman Zaher Adel said that 20 peo-
ple had been killed so far-including security per-
sonnel-while the governor’s spokesman put the
toll at 21. The toll was expected to rise, Adel
warned, as many of the more than 40 wounded
people were in serious condition. The raid shat-
tered the relative calm of a ceasefire between the
Taliban and Afghan government forces that start-
ed Friday to mark the Muslim holiday of Eid al-
Adha. The three-day truce ended Sunday, with
Kabul hoping it could be extended. — AFP 

US firefighters battle blaze 

LOS ANGELES: More than 1,300 firefighters were
battling a blaze that was burning out of control
Sunday in southern California, threatening thou-
sands of people and homes east of Los Angeles.
The so-called Apple Fire that broke out Friday
near the city of San Bernardino has so far charred
more than 20,000 acres, sending up columns of
smoke visible from far away. It was so smoky that
authorities declared an air quality alert Saturday
evening. At least 2,600 homes and nearly 7,800
people were evacuated. Officials said it was not
clear when they might be able to come back. Just
before midday, more than 1,360 firefighters backed
by helicopters, water-dumping planes and trucks
were working to put out the fire. — AFP 

Guyana’s president sworn in 

GEORGETOWN: Guyana’s opposition candidate
was sworn in as president on Sunday, hours after
being declared winner of the disputed March 2
general election in the oil-rich, cash-poor South
American nation. Irfaan Ali, 40, of the People’s
Progressive Party (PPP) was named the top
vote-getter by Guyana Elections Commission
chief Claudette Singh 154 days after the poll, fol-
lowing a recount, court battles and allegations of
fraud. Outgoing leader David Granger, 74, said
his coalition “respects the lawful consequences
of the ‘declaration’” by the elections commission,
but also said claims of electoral fraud and other
irregularities would be taken to the High Court.
Granger appealed to his supporters to be peace-
ful. Ali called for national unity in this former
British colony whose population is almost evenly
split among ethnic lines, with descendants of
Indian indentured laborers supporting the PPP
and descendants of African slaves backing
Granger’s coalition. — AFP 

Fuel-trafficking cartel chief 

MEXICO CITY: Jose Antonio Yepez, the leader
of a powerful fuel-trafficking cartel in Mexico,
was captured Sunday in a military operation in
the central state of Guanajuato, the government
said. The capture of Yepez, also known as “El
Marro,” was announced on the official Twitter
account of Alfonso Durazo, the federal minister
of public security. Yepez, considered one of
Mexico’s most wanted criminals, has built a cartel
focused on drilling into pipelines and then selling
the fuel on the black market. Durazo said Yepez
had been transferred to a maximum-security
prison in central Mexico state, and would be
appearing before the federal judge who issued
his arrest order on charges of “organized crime
and fuel theft.” — AFP

BRISBANE: Like many indigenous Australians, Pat
Dudgeon grew up in the shadow of a mountain
range that made her feel inferior and “conquered”
on her own traditional lands. The King Leopold
Ranges, a mountain chain in Western Australia, were
named after the Belgian ruler King Leopold II,
whose regime killed and maimed millions of
Congolese in the late 1800s.

So, when the landmark was renamed Wunaamin
Miliwundi on July 3 to honor its traditional owners,
Dudgeon, who is a member of the Bardi Aboriginal
community, saw the move as a positive step in
Australia’s long road toward reconciliation. “As an
Aboriginal woman, I was really chuffed to see that
happen - it was very empowering for me,” the psy-
chology professor at the University of Western
Australia said.

As protests over racial inequality continue to
sweep across the world, Australia is seeing a
renewed push for the removal of cultural reminders
of colonialism which rights advocates say are harm-
ful to the pride and health of Aboriginal citizens.
Thousands of landmarks and places across Australia
bear names that are offensive to Aboriginal people
and Torres Strait Islanders or that celebrate their
oppressors, indigenous activists say.

They are calling for geographical locations to
revert to names they were given by traditional
landowners who can trace their lineage back
60,000 years, instead of those given by white set-
tlers. “It has troubled me for years that an extraor-
dinary area of Western Australia should be named
in honor of a person who is widely regarded as an

evil tyrant,” said Western Australia Aboriginal
affairs minister Ben Wyatt on the renaming of the
King Leopold Ranges last month.

“It’s important to acknowledge and promote the
long history of the Aboriginal peoples’ connection
to this land, and the proud place it takes in Western
Australia’s shared history,” he said in a statement. In
2018, the Australian Electoral Commission agreed to
change the name of the federal seat of Batman, in
Melbourne, to Cooper in recognition of indigenous
activist William Cooper. John Batman, considered
one of Melbourne’s founding fathers, was accused
of involvement in the massacre of Aboriginal people
in Tasmania during the early 1800s.

Also in 2018, a mountain in the northeast state of
Queensland named after racial segregationist Jim
Crow was renamed Baga to reflect the site’s indige-
nous heritage. The list of name places that indige-
nous citizens and advocates hope to see changed
next include a series Blackfellow Creek in Cairns
and Black Gin Creek in Rockhampton. “I think if you
grow up in conditions where the most brutal of your
oppressors... are celebrated and you have land-
marks named after them, it’s a form of racism and
oppression,” said Dudgeon.

Health impacts
The psychological and physiological effects of

racism on indigenous Australians - who make up
more than 3% of the population, according to gov-
ernment data, and rank near the bottom on econom-
ic and social indicators - are well documented. A
2019 health study revealed that indigenous adults

living in the state of Victoria were four times more
likely to have experienced racism over the previous
year than their non-indigenous counterparts.

In 2015, Donna Ah Chee, chief executive officer
of the Central Australian Aboriginal Congress, an
Aboriginal-controlled healthcare service, said
racism has clear, tangible effects on the health of
indigenous people. “As a life stressor, racism direct-
ly and negatively affects the cardiovascular system
causing high blood pressure (or) hypertension and
heart disease,” she said in a statement. “It seriously
affects mental health, causing depression, anxiety
and other psychological and psychiatric disorders,
and racism contributes to low birth weight of new-
borns, as well as premature birth,” Chee added.

And the racism does not need to be overt to do
damage, noted historian Grace Karskens. While
place names that contain racial slurs are more obvi-
ously offensive, names alluding to often ignored
colonial chapters in the nation’s history are also
deeply hurtful, said the University of New South
Wales professor. She pointed to the name of
Townsville, a city on the northeastern coast of
Queensland, as an example.

The city was named after Robert Towns, who is
said by some historians to have endorsed slave
trading expeditions to nearby islands to bring back
labor for local cane fields. Indigenous leaders and
advocates want Townsville to change its name and
remove a statue of him that stands on Pioneers
Walk, a route that features statues of people who
have shaped the city’s history. “Until you know that
history, it doesn’t immediately jump out at you like

‘nigger’ or ‘Jim Crow’ or those other disgusting
words,” Karskens said. “(In) Townsville we need to
understand what he did because most people don’t
remember, they just walk past the statue.” Townsville
Mayor Jenny Hill disagrees that Robert Towns’ stat-
ue should be removed, noting it is just one of several
statues in the city commemorating historical figures.
Others include Joan Innes Reid, the town’s first
woman councilor, and indigenous land rights cam-
paigner Eddie Mabo. “They are all significant people
that are part of Townsville’s history and, good or
bad, they have been involved in the creation of this
community,” she said in emailed comments.

‘Maturing as a nation’
Academic and former diplomat Stephen Hagan, a

Kullilli man from southwest Queensland, is among
those calling for places like Townsville to be
renamed. Hagan fought for nine years to change the
name of a grandstand called ES “Nigger” Brown in
a stadium in the city of Toowoomba. The stand was
demolished in 2008 with its name unchanged.
Hagan said while he believes the Black Lives Matter
movement has pushed the nation to talk about race,
he feels the majority of Australians are not ready to
face up to the pain these landmark names have
caused in their own country. But the recent renam-
ing of the King Leopold Ranges is a step in the right
direction, showing that Australia is “maturing as a
nation”, he added. “It’s a big statement,” he said.
“Look at the changes around, it’s the power of the
people. If they make enough noise they can bring
change any time, any place.” — Reuters

A positive step in Australia’s long road toward reconciliation

Growing calls to scrap ‘racist’ 
names for Australia landmarks

Lebanon former PM
Hariri murder trial:
The accused 
BEIRUT: A UN-backed court is to deliver its judg-
ment Friday on four suspected Hezbollah members
tried in absentia for former Lebanese premier Rafic
Hariri’s murder in a 2005 Beirut car bombing. The
Lebanese Shiite movement does not recognize the
Netherlands-based Special Tribunal for Lebanon,
denies all the accusations and has refused to hand
over the accused. A massive bomb tore through
Hariri’s armored convoy as he drove home for lunch
on Valentine’s Day 2005, killing him and 21 other
people including seven of his bodyguards, as well as
wounding 226 others. Here are those indicted:

Mustafa Badreddine 
The alleged mastermind, Hezbollah commander

Mustafa Badreddine is believed to have died in Syria
in May 2016 while providing military support to the
Damascus regime. The Special Tribunal for Lebanon
(STL) in July that year overturned its decision to try
him in absentia, finding sufficient evidence to estab-
lish his death. Badreddine joined the Hezbollah move-
ment newly created by Iran’s elite Revolutionary
Guards after Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982. He
was jailed in Kuwait for attacks on the French and US
embassies in 1983. His release was among the
demands of Shiite militants who hijacked two airlin-
ers, before he was freed in the chaos caused by Iraq’s
1990 invasion of Kuwait.

Salim Ayyash 
Salim Ayyash, 56, has been accused of leading the

team that carried out the bombing. His whereabouts,
like the three others awaiting the verdict, remain
unknown. Charges against Ayyash include “committing
a terrorist act”, “intentional homicide” of Hariri, “inten-
tional homicide of 21 other people”, and attempting to
kill 226 more, according to the STL website. In a sepa-
rate case, the tribunal in 2019 also charged him with
terrorism and murder over three other deadly attacks
on Lebanese politicians in 2004 and 2005.

Hussein Oneissi, Assad Sabra 
Hussein Oneissi, 46, and Assad Sabra, 43, alleged-

ly sent a fake video to the Al-Jazeera news channel
claiming responsibility on behalf of a non-existent
group. Oneissi and Sabra are accused of “being an
accomplice to the felony of committing a terrorist
act”, as well as accomplices in the “intentional
homicide” of Hariri, in the “intentional homicide of
21 other people”, and in attempting to kill 226
more. The court in 2018 threw out a bid to acquit
Oneissi, saying that while much of the evidence
was circumstantial, it was still in theory sufficient
to produce a conviction. 

Much of the prosecution case has relied on
mobile phone records that allegedly show the sus-
pects conducting surveillance of Hariri until min-
utes before the explosion. The defense has argued
the evidence was “theoretical” and that the defen-
dants had “no motive” to carry out the crime.

Hassan Merhi 
Hassan Merhi, 54, is accused of general involve-

ment in the plot. He is charged with the same crimes
as Oneissi and Sabra. — AFP 

Verdict looms in the 
killing of Lebanese 
former PM Hariri 
THE HAGUE: A UN-backed tribunal will give its
verdict Friday on the 2005 murder of former
Lebanese premier Rafiq Hariri, but questions will
remain over a long and costly trial whose suspects
remain at large. Four alleged members of the Shiite
Muslim fundamentalist group Hezbollah are on trial
in absentia at the court in the Netherlands over the
huge Beirut suicide bombing that killed Sunni bil-
lionaire Hariri and 21 other people.

The judgment harks back to an event that
changed the face of the Middle East, with Hariri’s
assassination triggering a wave of demonstrations
that pushed Syrian forces out of Lebanon after 30
years. The court is billed as the world’s first interna-
tional tribunal set up to probe terrorist crimes, and
it has cost at least $600 million since it opened its
doors in 2009 following a UN Security Council res-
olution.

But the tribunal faces doubts over its credibility
with Hezbollah chief Hassan Nasrallah refusing to
hand over the defendants, and the case relying
almost entirely on mobile phone records. And while
Hariri’s son Saad looked forward to a “day of truth
and justice”, many Lebanese people are meanwhile
more preoccupied with the country’s economic cri-
sis, the worst since the 1975-1990 civil war. Due to

the coronavirus pandemic, the judgment “will be
delivered from the courtroom with partial virtual
participation” at 0900 GMT on Friday.

‘Intentional homicide’ 
The four defendants went on trial in 2014 on

charges including the “intentional homicide” of
Hariri and 21 others, attempted homicide of 226
people wounded in the bombing, and conspiracy
to commit a terrorist act. Salim Ayyash, 56, is
accused of leading the team that carried out the
bombing, which involved a truck packed full of
explosives that detonated near Hariri’s motor-
cade on February 14, 2005. Assad Sabra, 43, and

Hussein Oneissi, 46, allegedly sent a fake video
to the Al-Jazeera news channel claiming respon-
sibility on behalf of a made-up group.  Hassan
Habib Merhi, 54, is accused of general involve-
ment in the plot.

The alleged mastermind of the bombing,
Hezbollah commander Mustafa Badreddine, was
indicted by the court but is believed to have died
while fighting with the Syrian regime in May 2016.
The surviving suspects face life imprisonment if
convicted, although sentencing will be carried out
at a later date. “If a convicted person is at liberty
and not present the trial chamber shall issue a war-
rant of arrest,” a court spokesman said. — AFP

Hariri assassination: 
The day that rocked 
Lebanon 
BEIRUT: The death of Rafic Hariri is to many
Lebanese what the JFK assassination was to
Americans four decades earlier-everybody remem-
bers what they were doing when the news broke.
On Valentine’s Day 2005, the former prime minister
who embodied the reconstruction of the country
after its 1975-1990 civil war was killed in a monster
bomb attack on his convoy. The blast unleashed a
ball of fire in the hotel quarter of downtown Beirut,
shooting debris into the sky and shattering windows
in a radius of nearly half a kilometer.

A suicide bomber in a white Mitsubishi truck
packed with two tons of a potent military explosive
called RDX had strategically positioned himself,
waiting for Hariri’s motorcade. He detonated his
charge at 12:55 pm, a split second after the passage
of the third car in the convoy, a Mercedes S600 that
Hariri was driving himself. The whole of Beirut heard
or felt the blast. Many thought an earthquake had
struck. The smouldering crater dug by the explosion
was 10 meters across. One body was found 17 days
after the blast, such was the devastation caused by
the attack that left 226 people wounded.

The country soon found out that among the 22
dead was the man whose stature at home and
abroad had earned him the nickname of “Mr
Lebanon”. The unthinkable had just happened.
Hariri was no longer prime minister at the time but
still very much the country’s towering political fig-
ure and widely tipped to reclaim the job in upcom-
ing polls. The assassination was not entirely a sur-
prise, however, and there had been warnings since
Hariri had cast himself as the spearhead of a drive
to end Syria’s occupation of Lebanon.

Earlier in February that year, his friend then
French president Jacques Chirac and then UN
envoy Terje Roed-Larsen had implored Hariri to lay
low. Among other foreboding signs, his friend and
former minister Marwan Hamade had narrowly sur-
vived a similar attack on his convoy in October
2004. Fifteen years after the end of the civil war,
Hariri’s assassination became the watershed in
Lebanon’s post-conflict history.  — AFP

Combo pictures show four Hezbollah suspects indicted
in the assassination case of former Lebanese prime
minister Rafiq Hariri, (from top left to right) Mustafa
Amine Badreddine, Assad Hassan Sabra, Hussein
Hassan Oneissi and Salim Jamil Ayyash. — AFP 

SIDON: A file photo shows billboards bearing portraits of Lebanese ex-premier Rafiq Hariri on the Sidon-
Beirut highway in southern Lebanon on the eve of the anniversary of his assassination in 2005. — AFP


