
WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump granted
pardons Tuesday to two people linked to a probe into
alleged collusion between his campaign and Russia along
with a list of others as time ticks away on his remaining
weeks in office. The moves drew even further controversy
and came as the outgoing Republican continues to refuse
to concede defeat to Democrat Joe Biden in the
November election.

They add to pardons already issued to political allies
of Trump, due to leave office on January 20.

The White House said in a statement that Trump had
granted full pardons to 15 people and commuted all or
part of the sentences for five others. A full pardon was
given to George Papadopoulos, a former Trump cam-
paign adviser who admitted lying to federal investigators
about his contacts with Russians.

Papadopoulos was a member of Trump’s foreign poli-
cy advisory panel when he ran for president in 2016.

He pleaded guilty in October 2017 to lying to the FBI
about contacts with a professor who promised to con-
nect him to senior Russian officials. He cooperated with
investigators led by Robert Mueller, the special prosecu-
tor who conducted a two-year probe into alleged collu-
sion between the Trump campaign and Russia.

Papadopoulos spent 12 days in jail after his guilty plea.
“Today’s pardon helps correct the wrong that

Mueller’s team inflicted on so many people,” the White
House statement said. Another full pardon was granted to
Alex van der Zwaan, a Dutch lawyer who was also con-
victed in connection with Mueller’s probe.

Full pardons were also granted to four Blackwater
security guards convicted over the 2007 killing of Iraqis.
The four guards for the Blackwater security firm convict-
ed over the 2007 shootings included Nicholas Slatten,

who had been sentenced to life. They were convicted of
opening fire in Baghdad’s crowded Nisur Square on
September 16, 2007 in a bloody episode that caused an
international scandal and heightened resentment of the
American presence.  The shooting left at least 14 Iraqi
civilians dead and 17 wounded while perpetuating the
image of US security contractors run amok.

The Blackwater guards said they acted in self-defense
in response to insurgent fire. The White House statement
said the four men, former members of the military, “have a
long history of service to the nation.” Others included on

the list were three former Republican members of
Congress.

‘If you lie’ 
The announcement drew quick condemnation from a

number of Trump critics, including Democratic
Congressman Adam Schiff, the head of the House
Intelligence committee. “If you lie to cover up for the
president, you get a pardon. If you are a corrupt politi-
cian who endorsed Trump, you get a pardon. If you mur-
der civilians while at war, you get a pardon,” Schiff said in
a statement.

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) was par-
ticularly scathing on the pardon of the Blackwater securi-
ty contractors behind the Iraq shooting. “President
Trump has hit a disgraceful new low with the Blackwater
pardons,” said Hina Shamsi, director of the ACLU’s
National Security Project. 

“These military contractors were convicted for their
role in killing 17 Iraqi civilians and their actions caused
devastation in Iraq, shame and horror in the United
States, and a worldwide scandal. President Trump insults
the memory of the Iraqi victims and further degrades his
office with this action.”

Outgoing Republican Congressman Will Hurd also
slammed the move on Twitter, saying that “pardoning
privileged people of elected office and power for com-
mitting crimes they knew they were breaking and have
pleaded guilty to is not conservative at all.” “I know
nothing he does is surprising any more, but what an
obscene, partisan, and gross abuse of power,” said
Democratic Senator Chris Van Hollen on Twitter.   “This
is the swamp at its muckiest. January 20th can’t come
soon enough,” he said. —AFP
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WASHINGTON, DC: In this file photo, attorney Alex van
der Zwaan (left), who formerly worked for the Skadden
Arps law firm, arrives at a US District Courthouse for his
sentencing in Washington, DC. US President Donald
Trump granted pardons to two people linked to a probe
into alleged collusion between his campaign and Russia
along with a list of others as time ticks away on his
remaining weeks in office. — AFP

Turkey sentences 
exiled reporter 
to 27 years jail
ISTANBUL: A Turkish court yesterday sentenced the
exiled former editor-in-chief of the opposition
Cumhuriyet daily to more than 27 years in jail on
charges of aiding a terror group and espionage.

The court found Can Dundar-who fled to Germany
in 2016 — guilty in connection with a story about an
alleged Turkish arms shipment to Syrian rebels fighting
President Bashar al-Assad.

He was sentenced to 18 years and nine months for
“securing confidential information for espionage” and
eight years and nine months for “aiding a terrorist
group” led by US-based Muslim preacher Fethullah
Gulen. The Turkish government blames the cleric for
orchestrating a 2016 coup attempt against President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Rights groups routinely accuse Turkey of under-
mining press freedom by arresting journalists and
shutting down critical media outlets.  The US-based
Committee to Protect Journalists listed Turkey as one
of the top jailers after China in its annual global report
last week.

It found 37 journalists imprisoned this year-less
than half the number arrested in 2016 around the time
of the coup attempt. Dundar’s lawyers boycotted yes-
terday hearing because they did not believe they
would get a fair trial. Dundar was jailed in 2015 along
with Cumhuriyet’s then Ankara bureau chief Erdem
Gul over the paper’s report on the alleged transfer of
weapons to Syrian insurgents on trucks operated by
Turkey’s MIT intelligence service.

The pair were released in February 2016 thanks to
a Constitutional Court ruling which said their 92-day
detention violated their rights to liberty and freedom
of the press. The report was accompanied by a video
and deeply angered Erdogan. The Turkish leader
warned Dundar that he would “pay a heavy price”. The
Cumhuriyet daily’s reports have often irritated
Erdogan’s government and its staff have regularly end-
ed up in court. 

The country’s oldest daily-which means “Republic”
in Turkish-was founded in 1924 and remains one of the
few media outlets not controlled by government-allied
tycoons.

Dundar was first sentenced to nearly six years in
May 2016 for “obtaining and disclosing classified doc-
uments related to the security of the state”. He was
shot at by an assailant outside Istanbul’s main court-
house during that hearing but escaped unharmed after
his wife Dilek grabbed the attacker and surrendered
him to the police. The gunman was later sentenced to
10 months in jail.—AFP

Journalist Can Dundar

LONDON: Passengers board a Eurostar train at St Pancras International station in London yesterday as services
prepare to resume following a 48 hour closure of the French border, due to a new coronavirus strain being dis-
covered in the UK. — AFP

UK health service 
urges Brexit extension
to avert catastrophe
LONDON: Britain’s public health service urged Prime
Minister Boris Johnson yesterday to extend the country’s
Brexit transition period or risk pushing hospitals already
struggling with coronavirus “over the edge” in the event
of a no-deal departure from the EU single market.

As Britain struggles to contain a surge in coronavirus
cases caused by an apparently more transmissible vari-
ant of the virus, National Health Service (NHS)leaders
said a month’s delay would take hospitals away from “the
immediate danger zone”. They warned the prime minis-
ter that the “disruptive changes” posed by a no-deal
outcome  would hit just as the NHS is “battling the
greatest challenge in its history during what is tradition-
ally its busiest time of year”. “The NHS might not be per-
ceived to be on the Brexit negotiating table, but the dis-
ruption shockwaves from a no-deal outcome could push
the NHS’ ability to function over the edge,” the NHS
Confederation, one of the health service’s umbrella
organizations said in a letter. “Given we are days away
from the cliff edge, we urge you to extend the transition
period by a month, buying the NHS a precious few extra
weeks and enabling the UK to leave the EU after a one-
year transition period,” it added.

Britain formally left the EU on January 31 after five

decades of integration, but a transition period during
which it remains bound by the bloc’s rules ends on
December 31.

Tired and depleted 
The spread of the new strain of the coronavirus

across southern England-believed to buy up to 70 per-
cent more transmissible-has forced border closures and
threatened supply chains just as London and Brussels
approach the deadline to negotiate their future trade
arrangements. NHS leaders cautioned that the current
travel chaos could be just a foretaste of the crisis if
Britain leaves the EU without any trade deal. “Should a
deal not be reached, the magnitude and extent of disrup-
tion will be of a much greater order,” they said.

The NHS faces having to make major  adjustments in
a short timespan as new rules, guidance and information
will be introduced from January 1 in the event of a no-
deal departure from the EU. The overhaul would come
amid rapidly rising virus cases and a vaccine rollout that
has just begun, while NHS workers are tired and deplet-
ed, the confederation said.

Britain, which began a mass vaccination program this
month, has one of the highest death tolls from the virus
in Europe, with more than 68,000 deaths. On Tuesday, it
recorded 36,804 new infections, a record since the
beginning of the pandemic, bringing the total to more
than 2.1 million positive cases.

At a press conference on Monday, Johnson refused to
consider an extension to the transition period.

A government spokesman said Britain was exploring
“every route to a deal” and added NHS “will thrive after
the transition period”. — AFP

Biden says huge 
cyberattack cannot 
go unanswered
WILMINGTON, United States: President-elect Joe
Biden said Tuesday that the perpetrators of a massive
cyberattack on the US government, unofficially blamed
on Russia, must face consequences, and assailed
President Donald Trump over his response to the
threat. “We can’t let this go unanswered,” Biden said in
pre-holiday remarks to the American people.  “That
means making clear, and publicly, who is responsible
for the attack and taking meaningful steps to hold
them in account.”

Biden, who as president-in-waiting has received
intelligence briefings on key national security issues,
says much remains unknown about the extent of the
damage from the attack. Last week the US cybersecu-
rity agency said a well-coordinated, highly technical
operation penetrated US government and corporate
systems months ago by hacking widely-used security
software. 

“I see no evidence that it’s under control,” Biden
said, responding to Trump’s claim to the contrary. 

“This president hasn’t even identified who is
responsible yet,” he noted. He warned he would retali-
ate once he become president on January 20. “When I
learn the extent of the damage and, in fact, who is for-
mally responsible, they can be assured that we will
respond, and probably respond in kind,” he said.
“There are many options which I will not discuss now.”

Devastating breach 
According to US officials, the most devastating

breach of US computer security in years affected at
least the departments of State, Commerce, Treasury,
Energy and Homeland Security, as well as the National
Institutes of Health. Analysts expect that other depart-
ments, including possibly key intelligence agencies,
were also victims in the hack, and that it could take
months or longer to assess the damage.

Biden called the attack a “grave risk to our national
security” and criticized Trump for de-emphasizing
cybersecurity during his nearly four years in office.
The attack, he said, was “carefully planned and care-
fully orchestrated. It was carried out by using sophisti-
cated cyber tools.” “The attackers succeeded in catch-
ing the federal government off-guard and unpre-
pared.” He accused Trump of falling down on his job to
protect the country and of an “irrational downplaying
of the seriousness of this attack.” “It’s still his respon-
sibility as president to defend American interests for
the next four weeks,” he said.—AFP

Rio mayor arrested 
in corruption probe
RIO DE JANEIRO, Brazil: Rio de Janeiro mayor
Marcelo Crivella was arrested on Tuesday as part of a
corruption investigation just nine days before the end
of his term in office. The judge leading the investiga-
tion, Rosa Helena Penna Macedo Guita, called him “the
head of a criminal organization ... installed within the
Rio mayor’s office with the aim of obtaining illicit prof-
its in the most varied ways.” After a two-hour hearing,
she ordered him held in custody and television footage
later showed him being transferred to a prison in the
city’s north.

Hours later a judge granted permission for the may-
or to be held under house arrest, but Crivella will have
to wear an electronic ankle bracelet, submit all his
telephone and computers and not have any contact
with third parties. GloboNews television channel had
broadcast footage of police arresting the mayor at his
home in the upscale Barra de Tijuca neighborhood just
before 6:00 am (0900 GMT).

“I’m the mayor that’s done the most against corrup-

tion in Rio de Janeiro. I ask that justice be served,”
said Crivella. He received support from far-right
President Jair Bolsonaro at last month’s municipal
elections but was soundly beaten.

Crivella claimed to be the victim of “political perse-
cution.” Several other people were also arrested as
part of the same operation including businessman
Rafael Alves, the suspected mastermind. He is the
brother of Marcelo Alves, the president of municipal
tourism agency Riotur. Mauro Macedo, Crivella’s for-
mer campaign treasurer, was also arrested.

He is the cousin of evangelical preacher Edir
Macedo, who is also Crivella’s uncle.

$10 million collected? 
According to the investigation, which began in

2018, companies that wanted to secure contracts with
Riotur gave checks to Rafael Alves. “The criminal
organization collected at least 50 million reais (around
$10 million) from what we’ve been able to discover,”
said Deputy Attorney General Ricardo Ribeiro
Martins. During his re-election campaign Crivella, 63,
claimed his center-right opponent Eduardo Paes, who
beat him by 64 percent to 36 percent, would go to
prison for corruption. Crivella is a former pastor, mis-
sionary and gospel singer. Throughout his mandate,

Crivella faced investigations over mismanagement,
accused of mixing politics and religion and favoring
members of his church. In July 2018, according to O
Globo newspaper, Crivella promised some evangelical
preachers that members of Edir Macedo’s Universal
Church of the Kingdom of God would receive priority
for cataract operations in municipal clinics.—AFP

Erdogan slams 
European rights 
court’s ruling
ANKARA: President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yester-
day blasted the top European rights court’s call for
Turkey to release Kurdish political leader Selahattin
Demirtas after four years in jail.

Erdogan said the European Court of Human Rights
(ECHR) issued an “entirely political” ruling by publish-
ing its judgment before Demirtas had used up all his
legal challenges in Turkish courts.

Demirtas was convicted of disseminating terror
propaganda in 2018 and is facing other charges that
could see him sentenced to 142 years behind bars. The
47-year-old led his pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP) to its first-ever appearance in the Turkish
parliament in 2015 and challenged Erdogan in the 2016
presidential election.

He finished third with almost 10 percent of the vote.
Turkish authorities suspect the HDP of being a politi-
cal front for outlawed Kurdish militants, who have
waged an insurgency against the state since 1984.
Demirtas is also accused of fomenting 2014 protests
that spread to Turkey after Islamic State (IS) group
jihadists fought to capture the mainly Kurdish northern
Syrian border town of Kobane.

That unrest claimed the lives of 37 people in Turkey.
The European court ruled Tuesday that Turkish
authorities violated Demirtas’s rights to free speech
and called his jailing “cover for an ulterior political
purpose”. Turkey is bound by the Strasbourg-based
court’s decision because it is a member of the Council
of Europe. But Erdogan called the court’s decision full
of “double standards” and “hypocrisy”.  “The ECHR
should know that they defend, they stand behind a ter-
rorist,” Erdogan said.  “He is guilty in the eyes of our
nation not because of his political beliefs but because
he failed to distance himself from terror groups that
were responsible for the killing of dozens (of people),”
he said.—AFP

RIO DE JANIERO:  Picture released by Agencia o Dia
showing Rio de Janeiro’s Mayor Marcelo Crivella (center)
while being arrested as part of an investigation into cor-
ruption at the municipality, during an operation by the
Civil Police in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on Tuesday. — AFP


