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News in brief

Ex-S Korean dictator Chun found guilty 

SEOUL: Former South Korean dictator Chun
Doo-hwan was found guilty of defaming a dead
priest yesterday, in connection with a pro-democ-
racy uprising his troops crushed 40 years ago.
The 89-year-old dozed off as the verdict was
read out in Gwangju, where the 1980 demonstra-
tions ended in a bloodbath, but he was spared a
return to prison.  The official toll for the dead or
missing is around 200 people, but activists say it
may have been three times as high, and Chun is
known as the “Butcher of Gwangju”. —AFP

HK reimposes strict social distancing

HONG KONG: Hong Kong reimposed social dis-
tancing measures at some of their strictest levels
in the city since the start of the coronavirus pan-
demic yesterday, as authorities battle a fourth
wave of infections. The financial hub has main-
tained bans on large group gatherings for much of
year and has shuttered various industries when
cases have spiked. The measures have helped
keep infections to just over 6,000 in the city of
7.5 million with 109 deaths. But daily cases have
risen above 100 in recent days, prompting author-
ities to usher in stricter measures similar to those
seen during waves in the spring and summer.
“This new wave of COVI-19 has hit Hong Kong
very quickly,” chief executive Carrie Lam told
reporters, adding the new restrictions would take
effect from Wednesday.  —AFP

British girl’s death probe

LONDON: A coroner’s inquest started in London
yesterday to determine whether air pollution
played a role in the death of a nine-year-old girl
who lived near a busy road. The hearing, which is
due to last 10 days, could set a new legal prece-
dent if it is found poor air quality contributed to
the death of Ella Adoo-Kissi-Debrah. Ella died in
February 2013 from a severe asthma attack. She
had previously suffered from nearly three years of
repeated attacks related to the chronic illness and
had been in hospital 30 times. —AFP 

Turkish ship leaves disputed waters 

ANKARA: A Turkish research ship at the center
of a row with Greece over potential gas riches in
the eastern Mediterranean has returned to port,
Turkey’s energy ministry said yesterday. The Oruc
Reis seismic survey vessel has become a symbol
of Turkey’s growing appetite to find natural gas in
the contested waters despite opposition by
Greece and Cyprus. Backed by Turkish navy
frigates, the ship was first deployed in August and
again in October to the waters south of Greece’s
Kastellorizo island, in defiance of calls to stop by
the European Union and the United States.
Ankara says that with its long Mediterranean
coastline, its claim to sovereign waters in the
region is stronger than Greece’s, which is based
on the tiny island of Kastellorizo. —AFP

ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
said yesterday Tigray region’s dissident leaders had fled
west of the regional capital after weeks of fighting, but
said federal forces were monitoring them closely and
would “attack” them soon. Abiy, winner of last year’s
Nobel Peace Prize, this month ordered military opera-
tions against leaders of Tigray’s ruling party, the Tigray
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), in response to what he
said were TPLF-organized attacks on Ethiopian federal
army camps.

More than three weeks of fighting between federal sol-
diers and pro-TPLF forces has left thousands dead in the
northern region, and prompted tens of thousands of
refugees to flee across the border into Sudan. “I want
them to hear me: Yesterday evening, around midnight, we
saw them from the situation room in the area between
Hagere Selam and Abiy Addi,” Abiy said in remarks to
lawmakers, referring to two towns west of the Tigray capi-
tal Mekele. “We didn’t attack them at night because as
they retreated they took their wives, children and abduct-
ed soldiers... But this will not continue.”

The fighting has been a dramatic escalation of tensions
between Abiy and the leaders of the TPLF, which domi-
nated Ethiopian politics for nearly three decades before
anti-government protests swept Abiy to office in 2018.
Abiy said on Saturday the military operations were “com-
pleted” after federal forces claimed control of the Tigray
regional capital Mekele. The TPLF leaders, however, have
repeatedly vowed to fight on as long as federal forces are
on Tigrayan soil. Their exact whereabouts remain
unknown.

‘Mekele is ours’ 
As the Ethiopian military bore down on Mekele last

week, global concern mounted about a possible blood-
bath in a city that, before the conflict, had a population of
half a million. But the government says little combat actu-
ally occurred as pro-TPLF forces retreated. A communi-
cations blackout in Tigray has made it difficult to verify
claims from both sides about how the fighting is going. On
Monday Abiy claimed soldiers did not kill any civilians as

they took over Mekele and other cities in Tigray.
“Mekele is ours, it was built with our own resources.

We are not going to destroy it,” he said. “Not even a sin-
gle person was harmed by the operation in Mekele.” The
International Committee of the Red Cross said Sunday
that hospitals in Mekele were flooded with trauma
patients, though it did not specify how the injuries were
sustained. Abiy also dismissed claims from TPLF leader
Debretsion Gebremichael that air strikes had resulted in
many civilian casualties.

“Every missile launched is backed by the signature of
an authority, 99 percent hit their target, and 99 percent
did not have collateral damage,” he said. “When it is sus-
picious, we don’t fire. Especially at night. Because we
don’t want to kill children, they are ours,” he added.

Rising tensions 
In a marathon four-hour address, his first to lawmakers

since the conflict began, Abiy fielded multiple questions
about why he hadn’t moved against the TPLF leadership
earlier. The party has complained of being sidelined, target-
ed for corruption prosecutions and scapegoated for the
country’s woes under Abiy’s rule. Tensions rose dramatical-
ly after Tigray held its own elections in September, flouting
a nationwide ban on polls because of the coronavirus pan-
demic. It then tried to brand Abiy an illegitimate ruler.

Abiy said yesterday that when he took office, he was
hemmed in by a TPLF-run security and intelligence appa-
ratus. “My office in general was under the control of other
forces. Even the key to my house was controlled by these
people, they opened the door, they closed the door,
morning and night,” Abiy said. “This was the scenario I
was in... I was unable to safeguard the safety of my fami-
ly,” he said. He accused the TPLF of fomenting internal
conflict, including ethnic clashes, throughout the country
during his tenure, leaving only Tigray unaffected. “They
said peace is only in Tigray region and it’s true, because
the perpetrators are there themselves,” he said.

Nod to Eritrea 
Abiy vowed yesterday that Ethiopia would be able

to quickly welcome back Ethiopian refugees in Sudan.
He questioned, though, why the refugees were “mostly
male” and suggested they could have been involved in a
massacre in the Tigray town of Mai-Kadra that a gov-
ernment-affiliated rights body says killed 600 people.
Abiy’s government has seized on the massacre as evi-
dence of pro-TPLF forces’ brutality, though refugees in
Sudan have told AFP that pro-government forces were
involved in killings in Mai-Kadra.

A recent breakdown from the UN refugee agency

indicated 57 percent of Ethiopian refugees in Sudan
were male and 43 percent female. Abiy also thanked
Eritrea for its support during the conflict, including
helping Ethiopian soldiers who at one point were
forced to retreat over Ethiopia’s northern border onto
Eritrean soil. “When the junta sent Ethiopian defense
forces naked to Eritrea, the Eritrean people clothed
them, gave them water, fed them and gave them arms.
The Ethiopian people should know it and respect it,”
Abiy said.  —AFP 

Abiy vows Ethiopia will be able to quickly welcome back refugees

Ethiopian premier says has 
Tigray leaders in his sights

ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed gestures at the House of Peoples Representatives
yesterday. —AFP 

Thousands flee as 
Indonesian volcano 
bursts to life
JAKARTA: Thousands have fled the scene of a
rumbling Indonesian volcano that burst to life for
the first time in several years, belching a massive
column of smoke and ash, the disaster agency said
yesterday. The evacuation of more than 4,400 res-
idents came as Mount Ili Lewotolok erupted
Sunday, spouting a thick tower of debris four kilo-
meters (2.5 miles) into the sky, triggering a flight
warning and the closure of a local airport. The
crater’s last major eruption was in 2017.

There were no reports of injuries or damage
from the erupt ion in  a  remote part  of  the
Southeast Asian archipelago. But authorities

advised residents to wear masks to protect
themselves from volcanic ash spouting from the
crater in East Nusa Tenggara-the southernmost
province of Indonesia-and to be alert for possi-
ble lava flows.

“To minimize the health impact from volcanic
ash, it is recommended that people wear a mask
or other equipment to protect their eyes and
skin,” National Disaster Mitigation Agency
spokesman Raditya Jati said. A two-kilometer no-
go zone around the crater was also expanded to
four kilometers after Sunday’s eruption, while
flights were advised to steer clear of the area as
volcanic ash rained down on the local Wunopitu
airport, which was temporarily closed. Indonesia
is home to about 130 active volcanoes due to its
position on the “Ring of Fire”, a belt of tectonic
plate boundaries circling the Pacific Ocean where
frequent seismic activity occurs.

In late 2018, a volcano in the strait between
Java and Sumatra islands erupted, causing an

underwater landslide that unleashed a tsunami
which killed more than 400 people.  —AFP

JAKARTA: Thousands have fled the scene of a rumbling
Indonesian volcano that burst to life for the first time
in several years, belching a massive column of smoke
and ash, the disaster agency said yesterday.—Reuters

Afghan forces kill 
Taleban mastermind 
of army base attack
KABUL: Afghan forces have killed the Taleban mas-
termind of a suicide car bomb attack that left at least
30 security personnel dead, officials said yesterday.
Hamza Waziristani was killed in an air strike overnight
in the eastern province of Ghazni where the bomber
struck an Afghan military base on Sunday.

“The mastermind behind yesterday’s terrorist
attack on the (Ghazni) base was killed along with
seven other terrorists,” the defence ministry said in
a statement. Military spokesman Fawad Aman said
that the bomber was a Taleban militant from the
Pakistani border region of Waziristan. 

The attack was one of the deadliest in months

targeting government forces in Afghanistan, where
violence has surged since the start of peace talks
between President Ashraf Ghani’s administration
and the Taleban in Qatar. No group has claimed the
attack.  The Taleban often do not comment on
deadly attacks they are accused of carrying out.
The insurgents have launched near daily attacks
against Afghan forces, primarily in rural areas, since
signing a deal with Washington in February that
paved the way for the withdrawal of foreign troops
by May 2021.

Health officials in Ghazni said 30 people died in
Sunday’s attack, but the defense ministry-which is
known to downplay tolls in attacks against its
forces-said 10 were killed.  Violence has also
surged in Kabul in recent weeks, with more than
50 people killed in two assaults on educational
centers and a rocket attack.  The three Kabul
attacks were claimed by the Islamic State group,
but Afghan officials blamed the Taleban-who
denied any involvement.  —AFP

JALALABAD: Security personnel present to the media
two suicide attackers (center L and R), who according
to officials were arrested before detonating explo-
sives, in Jalalabad city yesterday. —AFP

Australia bush 
fire rips through 
heritage island 
BRISBANE: Australian firefighters are struggling
to control  a massive bush f ire that  a lready
destroyed 40 percent of the UNESCO world her-
itage-listed Fraser Island before a heatwave hit
yesterday. The fire on the world’s largest sand
island, off Australia’s east coast, has been raging
for more than six weeks and is consuming large
swathes of the island’s unique forests.

Temperatures are forecast to peak at 34
degrees Celsius (93 degrees Fahrenheit) yester-
day as a heatwave sweeps across the region,
raising concerns that hotter conditions will fur-

ther fuel the blaze.
“The vegetation on Fraser Island is extremely

dry and because it’s so dry it’s therefore very
easy to ignite,” incident controller James Haig
told AFP. About two-thirds of Queensland state,
including Fraser Island, is currently gripped by
drought. According to a recent report from the
nation’s top science and meteorology agencies,
c l imate  change is  fue l l ing more extreme
droughts, bush fires and cyclones in Australia-
which they said will only worsen as tempera-
tures continue to rise.

Firefighters on Fraser Island are not only bat-
tling “very challenging weather conditions”, Haig
said, but are stymied by limited access to the
blaze in the island’s remote north. Queensland
Parks and Wildlife Service said the fire was burn-
ing on two fronts across 74,000 hectares
(183,000 acres) — or 42 percent of the island-
but was not threatening properties. —AFP

This handout picture taken on Sunday and released by
the Queensland Fire and Emergency Services shows
an aerial view of bushfires on Fraser Island, off
Australia’s east coast. —AFP

Australia PM 
slams ‘repugnant’ 
Chinese tweet
SYDNEY: Australia’s prime minister angrily denounced a
“repugnant”, “outrageous” and “appalling” tweet from a
top Chinese government spokesman yesterday and
demanded Beijing formally apologize. Chinese foreign

ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian sparked the outrage when
he posted a staged image of a man dressed as an
Australian soldier holding a bloody knife to an Afghan
child’s throat. Australian prosecutors are currently investi-
gating 19 members of the country’s military in connection
with alleged war crimes committed by special forces in
Afghanistan between 2005 and 2016. Morrison called the
tweet-from an official Chinese government account-an
“outrageous and disgusting slur” against the Australian
armed forces and called on Twitter to take it down.

“It is utterly outrageous and it cannot be justified on
any basis whatsoever. The Chinese government should be

totally ashamed of this post,” Morrison said of the tweet.
“It diminishes them in the world’s eyes.” Asked about the
tweet at a regular press briefing, Chinese foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying replied: “With Australian sol-
diers committing such atrocious crimes, shouldn’t the
Australian government feel ashamed?” She said Australia
should “make a formal apology to the Afghan people”,
adding that “it is a fact that Australian soldiers brutally
slaughtered innocent civilians in Afghanistan”. Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani said earlier in November that
Morrison had called him personally to express his “deep-
est sorrow” over the allegations. —AFP


