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News in brief

3,250 hotel cancellations

TOKYO: Japanese police have arrested a mother-
and-son duo for allegedly making more than 3,200
no-show hotel cancellations, costing the hotels $1
million while collecting reward points worth $22,000,
reports said yesterday. Police in the western region
of Kyoto confirmed to AFP yesterday they had taken
into custody a 51-year-old mother and her 31-year-
old son in connection with making fake reservations
in November at three hotels, causing damage worth
about 95,000 yen ($864). But the charge might be
the tip of the iceberg, with local media reporting the
duo made 3,250 no-show hotel cancellations across
Japan over a year via an online booking service,
causing damage totaling 115 million yen ($1.04 mil-
lion) to those hotels. Through the transactions, they
collected digital loyalty points worth 2.5 million yen,
according to national broadcaster NHK and other
major media. —AFP

Australia admits ‘shame’ 

SYDNEY: A pledge to close the health and wellbeing
gap between Aboriginal and other Australians is fail-
ing, the government admitted yesterday, describing
the situation as a source of “national shame”. Prime
Minister Scott Morrison said just two of seven key
targets to improve the lives of Australia’s indigenous
people were on track - unchanged from last year.
More Aboriginal children were enrolled in early edu-
cation and graduating from high school than ever
before, he said, but attendance rates were still lagging
behind other groups. Other targets to halve the gap in
child mortality, literacy, life expectancy, and unem-
ployment rates were not being met. Morrison called
the failure to give indigenous children equal opportu-
nities to other Australian kids “a national truth and a
national shame”. The admission comes 250 years
since Captain James Cook’s first voyage to the vast
continent, a journey that led to British colonization
and upended indigenous communities. —AFP

Crowd expected for Trump 

AHMEDABAD: More than 100,000 people are
expected to pack into the world’s biggest cricket sta-
dium later this month when it is formally opened dur-
ing a visit to India by US President Donald Trump,
officials said. Workers in Ahmedabad are rushing to
finish the 110,000-capacity Sardar Patel Stadium,
which will overtake the 100,000-seater Melbourne
Cricket Ground as the world’s biggest cricket venue.
Trump is due for a two-day visit to India on February
24, and Prime Minister Narendra Modi wants to host
him in his home state of Gujarat. The spectacle has
been dubbed “Kem Chho Trump”, or “How Are You
Trump”, according to officials. Last year Trump was
guest of honor at Houston’s NRG Stadium in Texas at
a rally for the Indian premier called “Hello Modi”,
attended by 50,000 people from the sub-continent’s
vast diaspora. —AFP

Man threatens to torch self 

BEIJING: A man in southwest China doused himself
with petrol and tied firecrackers around his waist
because authorities cancelled his birthday banquet
as a precaution against spreading the coronavirus.
The Chongqing resident, a 59-year-old surnamed
Wang, had planned to hold a banquet with 10 tables
late last month, state news agency Xinhua reported
yesterday. But with authorities across China restrict-
ing public gatherings to contain the outbreak, offi-
cials told Wang to cancel the party. Hundreds of mil-
lions of people across China face restrictions and
interruptions to their lives due to efforts to contain
the coronavirus outbreak, which has now infected
more than 44,600 people and killed over 1,100.
Beijing’s municipal authorities announced last week
that parties and group dinners at restaurants would
be temporarily forbidden in the Chinese capital to
prevent the spread of the virus. —AFP

Somalia executes 
2 men by firing
squad for girl’s
gang rape 
NAIROBI: Somalia executed two men by
firing squad on Tuesday for the gang rape
and murder of a 12-year-old girl, a govern-
ment official said, adding it would serve as
a warning to others in a country where
crimes against women have rarely been
punished. Aisha Ilyes Aden was abducted

at a market in northern Puntland’s Galkayo
town in February last year. Her body was
found the next morning near her home.
She had been gang-raped, her genitals
mutilated, and strangled to death. The
brutal nature of the killing triggered pub-
lic outrage and demonstrations calling for
authorities to enforce a landmark 2016
law to secure justice in the east African
nation, where rape victims are stigma-
tized and forced to marry assailants.

Three men were convicted and sen-
tenced to death in May last year. The
decision was upheld by an appeal court in
June. “This is a clear indication that jus-
tice is served in Puntland,” Puntland’s
Justice Minister Awil Sheikh Hamid told a

news conference. “It is a worrying alert
for those who try to carry out crimes
against women and girls.” The third man’s
execution has been delayed, he said, but
did not give further details.

Adeer Ilyas, the victim’s father, who
witnessed the execution of the two men in
the port city of Bosasso early on Tuesday,
said he was happy that justice had been
served. “This case will serve as a lesson
learned,” Ilyas told local reporters. “It will
help to ensure that all Somali girls will be
safe.” Somalia’s semi-autonomous
Puntland region passed the country’s first
law criminalizing offences such as sexual
harassment and rape in 2016. Convictions
under the law are rare, as police are either

unaware of the law or do not see violence
against women as a serious crime, say
women’s rights campaigners.

Many rape survivors are reluctant to
report abuses, fearing they will be
shunned and deemed “unmarriable” by
their community, the campaigners say.
“This is the first time such a sentence has
been meted in a case involving a woman
and we commend the government,” said a
statement from the Galkayo Education
Centre for Peace and Development, a
local women’s rights organization. “While
we do not support the death penalty, we
believe that this will send the strongest
message that violence against women will
not be tolerated.” —Reuters

Four months into 
the revolt, who are 
Iraq’s protesters?
BAGHDAD: Since October 1, hundreds of thousands of
Iraqis have protested against a ruling system they see
as corrupt, inefficient and beholden to neighboring Iran.
Who are they, and where is the movement headed? 

An unprecedented movement 
Everything started on October 1. Crowds gathered

in the capital’s usual protest spot of Tahrir Square after
calls on social media to rally against corruption, lack of
services and unemployment. The first protester was
shot dead that evening and as the death toll soared past
150 in the first week, the number of outraged Iraqis in
the streets spiraled. The rallies spontaneously mush-
roomed into the biggest grassroots uprising Iraq has
seen in decades, with crowds hitting the streets of
Baghdad and the Shiite-majority south almost daily,
except for a three-week pause in October to allow for
an annual Shiite religious pilgrimage. But they were
also the bloodiest, with nearly 550 killed in protest-
related violence. 

For all, but led by none 
Although most protesters are young, the cause has

united a vast range of Iraqis: university students skip-
ping class, clerics in robes thumbing prayer beads, old-
school communists and families waving Iraqi flags at
their first-ever protests. The rallies are relatively decen-
tralized with each city organizing its own marches and
chants, but tent camps have sprung up across public
squares to pressure authorities. Some protesters spent
weeks on end sleeping in the tents and marching during
the day, as others came in to drop off free food or mat-
tresses to keep the sit-ins going. The protests have
seen women participate in and even lead rallies, which
is extremely rare in conservative areas. 

No single leader has emerged, a fact authorities have
used to discredit the movement but which activists say
is a way to protect it, as prominence may expose them
to threats. The demonstrations have not reached the
Sunni-majority west, where most fear a protest would
be cast as a revival of Saddam Hussein’s Sunni-dominat-
ed regime or the Islamic State group’s ultra-conserva-
tive reign. Nor have they gripped the Kurdish north,
where a separate ruling system governs daily affairs. 

Demands partly met
As the response to demonstrations grew increasing-

ly violent, demands escalated from an end to corruption
and unemployment to electoral reform, an independent
prime minister and a total government overhaul. In
December, they scored two partial victories: then-pre-
mier Adel Abdel Mahdi resigned and parliament passed
a new voting law. 

But the bill fails to meet many of the protesters’
demands, including smaller voting districts, and it has
yet to be signed into law by the president. And after
two months of political stalemate, parties finally named
a replacement to Abdel Mahdi - Mohammad Allawi, a
two-time communications minister. Protesters rejected
Allawi, saying he was selected by the very parties they
had spent four months demonstrating against. 

A cleric’s followers 
But one controversial Shiite cleric, Moqtada Sadr,

immediately endorsed Allawi’s nomination. Sadr, who
has a cult-like following across Iraq, backed the
protests early on and his supporters were known as the
best organized among the protesters. But as protesters
opposed the new premier, Sadr’s diehard followers -
identifiable by the blue caps they wear - have waged
deadly attacks against anti-Allawi camps.

On Tuesday though, Sadr announced he was dissolv-
ing the “blue caps”, the organized unit of his supporters
accused of those deadly attacks. The other clerical

voice is Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, the top religious
authority for most of Iraq’s Shiites, who bolstered the
movement when he called for political factions to drop
support for Abdel Mahdi. But many demonstrators
complain he has not gone far enough in calling out the
perpetrators of violence. 

No end in sight? 
Over the last four months, activists have faced a

growing campaign of arrests, kidnappings and assassi-
nations which they say is aimed at snuffing out their
movement. After Sadr peeled away, the movement lost
much of the logistical support that had kept it going for
months. Protesters also fear their cause could be over-
shadowed by the threat of a proxy war between
Baghdad’s two main allies, Tehran and Washington,
which could play out on Iraqi soil.

Already this year, the US killed Iranian general
Qasem Soleimani and top Iraqi commander Abu Mahdi
Al-Muhandis in a drone strike on Baghdad, and Tehran
responded with ballistic missiles on an Iraqi base host-
ing US troops. Struggling for relevance, discouraged by
the authorities’ intransigence and now facing a new
enemy in Sadr, the protest movement has seen its num-
bers dwindle. “I’m staying in Tahrir. Iraq is more impor-
tant than my studies,” said Mustafa, a university student
who has vowed to carry on.  —AFP

LONDON: A British law firm filed requests on
Tuesday with the authorities in Britain, the United
States and Turkey to arrest senior officials from
the United Arab Emirates on suspicion of carrying
out war crimes and torture in Yemen. The com-
plaints were filed by law firm Stoke White under
the ‘universal jurisdiction’ principle that countries
are obliged to investigate breaches of the Geneva
Convention for war crimes wherever they may have
been carried out. 

The f irm f i led the complaints to Britain’s
Metropolitan police and the US and Turkish justice
ministries on behalf of Abdullah Suliman Abdullah
Daubalah, a journalist, and Salah Muslem Salem,
whose brother was killed in Yemen. 

Lawyers for the men said in the complaint
tha t  t he  UAE and  i t s  “mercenar i e s”  were
responsible for torture and war crimes against
civilians in Yemen in 2015 and 2019. It named
senior UAE polit ical  and mil itary f igures as
suspects. 

A spokeswoman for the UAE declined immediate
comment, as did a spokesman for London’s
Metropolitan Police. There was no immediate reply
to emails to the US Justice Department and the

Turkish embassy in London. “The suspects reside
in the UAE and the United States, and are not resi-
dent in the UK or Turkey,” said Hakan Camuz, head
of international law at Stoke White. 

“However, they travel to the UK regularly.” “It is
requested that the police monitor their entry into
the mentioned countries,” Camuz said. The UAE is
a leading partner in a Saudi-led coalition that
intervened in Yemen in March 2015 to restore
ousted President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi’s gov-
ernment after it was toppled by the Houthi move-
ment in late 2014. In July the UAE said it was with-
drawing its troops from Yemen but remained part
of the coalition.

The counter-terrorism command of London’s
Metropolitan police has a war crimes unit tasked
with investigating alleged war crimes and torture.
Britain has prosecuted foreigners for war crimes
committed in other countries twice this century,
under the principle of universal jurisdiction. Afghan
national Faryadi Zardad was jailed for 20 years in
2005 for torture and hostage-taking. In 2016, a
Nepalese colonel, Kumar Lama, was acquitted of
torture charges in a trial at London’s Old Bailey
criminal court. —Reuters

Law firm requests investigation of war crimes in Yemen

Britain and United States asked 
to investigate UAE ‘war crimes’ 

SWEIHAN: Photo shows security forces taking part in a reception to celebrate members of the UAE
Armed Forces who served in the Arab coalition in Yemen, at Zayed Military City in Abu Dhabi. —AFP

BASRA: An Iraqi demonstrator dressed in a Joker outfit holds a placard that reads in Arabic: “I’m a joker for my
country, I’m not a politician, I’m not someone’s tail and I’m not a Baathist,” during an anti-government demonstra-
tion by Basra University students in the southern city of Basra. —AFP

Swiss neutrality 
tarnished by spy 
scandal: Critics 
GENEVA: Outraged commentators warned yesterday
that revelations the CIA and Germany’s intelligence
service had for decades used a Swiss encryption com-
pany for spying had seriously damaged Switzerland’s
cherished reputation for neutrality. Critics voiced par-
ticular concern that Bern may have been at least tacitly
complicit in the secret operation. 

Switzerland, which takes pride in its neutral and

non-aligned status, “was hosting a quasi ally intelli-
gence agency,” the Tribune de Geneve daily said in an
editorial. Swiss officials “very likely” knew what was
going on but “closed their eyes” in the name of neutral-
ity, it added. Home to the United Nations European
headquarters and the International Committee of the
Red Cross, Switzerland is recognized worldwide for its
standing as an honest broker. 

But media revelations Tuesday told how for decades
the US and West German intelligence services raked in
the top-secret communications of governments around
the world. The Trojan horse they used was their hidden
control of Swiss encryption company Crypto AG. The
company supplied devices for encoded communications
to some 120 countries from after World War II to the
beginning of this century, including Iran, South American

governments, and India and Pakistan. Unknown to those
governments, Crypto was secretly acquired in 1970 by
the US Central Intelligence Agency together with the
then West Germany’s BND Federal Intelligence Service.

Vital intelligence over decades
Together they rigged Crypto’s equipment to be able

to easily break the codes and read the government’s
messages, according to reports by the Washington
Post, German television ZTE and Swiss state media
SRF. Citing a classified internal CIA history of what was
originally called operation “Thesaurus” and later
“Rubicon,” the reports said that in the 1980s the har-
vest from the Crypto machines supplied roughly 40
percent of all the foreign communications US code-
breakers processed for intelligence. —AFP


