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News in brief

35 troops killed in Nigeria 

KANO: The death toll from a jihadist attack on a
military convoy in northeast Nigeria has risen
from 23 to 35, while 30 troops are still missing,
security sources said. Fighters linked to the so-
called Islamic State group ambushed the convoy
on Tuesday at Bulabulin village, about 40 kilo-
meters from Maiduguri, the capital of Borno
state. Twenty-three soldiers were initially
thought to have been killed in Tuesday’s attack,
and many were listed as missing. But security
sources said more bodies had now been found in
nearby bush. “We lost 35 soldiers from the
ambush. Eighteen others were injured while 30
are still missing. Their fate is not known,” a secu-
rity source told AFP. “More bodies were recov-
ered in the bush by rescue teams which led to a
rise in the deaths,” he said. Another source con-
firmed the new toll.  — AFP 

Floods, landslides kill 23 

KATHMANDU: Heavy rains triggered flash
floods and landslides that killed at least 23 people
and displaced thousands in western Nepal, offi-
cials said yesterday. Nine people were killed and
more than 30 were missing in Myagdi district,
200 km northwest of the capital Kathmandu,
where several houses were destroyed on Friday,
district administrator Gyan Nath Dhakal said.
“The toll is expected to increase as rescuers had
just reached the remote site to look for victims,”
Dhakal said, adding that 50 people had been
plucked to safety using helicopters. In neighbor-
ing Kaski district, seven people were killed, said a
second government official in the tourist town of
Pokhara. Another seven were killed in Jajarkot
district in the far west. “We are searching for
eight people who are still missing,” said Kishore
Shrestha, a senior police official. In the southern
plains bordering India, the Koshi river, which
causes deadly floods in the eastern Indian state of
Bihar almost every year, was flowing above the
danger level, police said. — Reuters

California to free 8,000 prisoners 

CALIFORNIA: California will release up to
8,000 inmates early from state prisons to slow
the spread of COVID-19 inside facilities, state
authorities said on Friday. Several California pris-
ons have suffered large coronavirus outbreaks
and the state corrections department said
inmates could be eligible for release by the end
of August. The release marks the biggest move
yet by California to “decompress” prison popula-
tions and reduce the risk of COVID-19 transmis-
sion by creating more space for social distancing
and quarantines. “These actions are taken to pro-
vide for the health and safety of the incarcerated
population and staff,” California Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation Secretary Ralph
Diaz said in a statement. Prisoners with a year or
less left to serve will be eligible for release.
Among prisoners excluded from early release are
those convicted of violent felonies and sex
crimes, the department said. — Reuters

Bus driver dies after attack 

BAYONNE: A French bus driver who was badly
beaten by passengers after asking them to wear
face masks in line with coronavirus rules has
died, his family said, sparking tributes from politi-
cal leaders who condemned his “cowardly”
attackers. Philippe Monguillot, 59, was left brain
dead by the attack in the southwestern town of
Bayonne last weekend and died in hospital on
Friday, his daughter Marie said, after his family
decided to switch off his life-support system. “We
decided to let him go. The doctors were in favour
and we were as well,” she told AFP. — AFP

FANA: Boubou Sangare, his face blank, points at a
patch of ground beneath the entrance to an adobe
house. It was here that he discovered his brother
Bakary’s severed head, on the morning of June 10,
lying next to his body. The 40-year-old former soldier
had become the latest victim in a spate of unsolved
grisly murders that have plagued the remote town of
Fana, in southern Mali, since 2018. Police arrived on
the scene 40 minutes after Boubou Sangare found his
brother’s mutilated remains and cordoned off the
area. Officers found an iron bar at the scene, and
drops of blood leading behind the house and to
motorcycle tyre tracks in the dirt. But police investi-
gators remain bewildered by the killings. The murder
spree in Fana, a town of some 36,000 people, is all
the more unusual for occurring in an area far from the
violent hotspots in the vast West African country.

Slaughtered children 
Mali, a poor Sahel nation of some 19 million peo-

ple, has been struggling to contain a jihadist uprising
that first emerged in the north in 2012, before spread-
ing to the centre of the country, claiming thousands
of lives. But Mali’s south has been relatively spared.
And Fana is an unremarkable market town in a sleepy
cotton-growing region, whose outer districts melt
into lush green bush. The murders appear to follow
the same script.  Victims are likely decapitated with a
knife or axe, investigators say. 

Then dead bodies are usually found in the morn-
ing, without a pool of blood around them-suggesting

that the killers collected the blood. Traditional chief
Adama Traore, sitting in his home surrounded by eld-
ers, was at a loss. “Only God knows, we can’t point to
anyone,” he said of the perpetrators. Locals wonder
whether Fana is under a curse. According to police
investigators, the beheading victims often live in iso-
lated areas and have few social ties. Six out of eight
victims were from one neighborhood in Fana, called
Badialan, which skirts the bush. But otherwise, a pat-
tern has been difficult to establish. Victims have
included a housewife, a phone-mast assistant, a five-
year-old albino child and a two-year-old girl.

Ritual killings? 
Investigators have ruled out revenge as a motive,

as well as money disputes. Boubacar Diarra, the lead
investigator, said that although there is no solid proof
that the murders are ritual killings, the motive is a
“working hypothesis”. Police have detained 11 men
since 2018 - on charges which Diarra would not
divulge-yet the beheadings have continued. Fana
inhabitants are losing patience. Diarra added that
investigators do not have access to modern equip-
ment such as video surveillance cameras. “We can’t
be expected to investigate at the same pace as else-
where in the world,” he said, while adding that he was
confident investigators would crack the case. But first,
residents must overcome their fear of reprisals and
talk to the police. An official close to the investiga-
tion, who declined to be named, said that many “are
afraid of being killed if they denounce someone”.

‘Human abattoir’ 
Facing a deepening mystery, investigators are

pursuing all possible leads. But Traore, the tradi-
tional chief, is pessimistic about their chances of
success. He was among the townspeople that
demanded a police station in Fana after the first
few murders, which triggered protests and loot-
ing. A police station was duly opened in Fana last
year, adding to the national guardsmen and gen-
darmes already present. 

“Nothing worked and it continues,” the elderly
man said, referring to the murders. One of the
elders sitting beside him, teacher Bakary
Bagayoko, suggested that poor street lighting
and a closed checkpoint at the town’s limits were
also insecurity-inducing problems to be solved.
“Fana has become a human abattoir,” he said.
“Everyone suspects everyone. When a family
member goes out on an errand, we ask ourselves:
Is he coming back?” — AFP 

A spate of unsolved grisly murders plagues southern Mali

Mystery beheadings spark 
fear in remote Mali town

Graves dug for
COVID-19 victims
spook S Africans
PRETORIA: South Africa authorities seek to calm
fears over coronavirus deaths after health officials
in the country’s most-populated province said they
were ready to bury more than a million people.
Excavators have this week sprung into action to dig
long rows of graves in cemeteries throughout
Gauteng, which includes the cities of Johannesburg
and the capital Pretoria, for possible mass burials.
After performing inspections of burial sites in
Pretoria, the provincial head of health, Bandile
Masuku, said Wednesday that Gauteng was prepar-
ing over 1.5 million graves. “All our municipalities
have been putting up capacity and acquiring more
in terms of the land that they’ll need for burial,”
Masuku said.

His announcement triggered a wave of anxiety in

the province, which has so far recorded 75,015
coronavirus cases and 478 deaths, overtaking the
Western Cape province as the epicentre of the
virus in South Africa. Nationally, 3,602 deaths have
been recorded to date. Authorities have since been
scrambling to ease public fears that the province
could see such an explosion in coronavirus-related

deaths. “The province does not have over a million
already open, dug graves,” the provincial health
department said in a statement released on
Thursday. “The (figure of) over a million graves
refers to the collective capacity municipalities can
take,” it said.

The health department said the government was
working to improve and increase both the health
system’s infrastructure and human resource capaci-
ty to deal with increasing pressure from the
COVID-19 pandemic.

“Government’s response to COVID-19 is
informed by the imperative to prevent infections
and SAVE lives,” the minister of cooperative gover-
nance, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, tweeted.  “We are
NOT therefore expecting and preparing for 1 mil-
lion COVID-19 related deaths in the country.
#StaySafe”. Long contained by the strict lockdown
imposed in late March on South Africa’s 57 million
citizens, the tally of coronavirus contaminations and
deaths has begun to rocket.  More than 8,800 cases
and 100 deaths were recorded on Wednesday. With
more than 220,000 total infections and 3,600
deaths, South Africa is the most-affected country
on the continent. — AFP

Srebrenica massacre, 
25 years on, Muslims
still face Serb denial 
SREBRENICA: Relatives of the Bosnian Muslims
killed in the worst atrocity on European soil since
World War II marked 25 years since the Srebrenica
massacre yesterday, but for many Serbs the episode
remains a myth. “It’s not easy to live here next to
those who 25 years on deny that a genocide was
committed,” says Hamdija Fejzic, Srebrenica’s
Muslim deputy mayor.

For Bosnian Muslims, recognizing the scale of the
atrocity is a necessity for lasting peace. But for
most Serbs-leaders and laypeople in both Bosnia
and Serbia-using the word genocide remains unac-
ceptable. Bosnian Serb forces killed more than
8,000 Muslim men and boys in a few days after
capturing the ill-fated town on July 11, 1995. The
episode-labeled as genocide by two international
courts-came at the end of a 1992-1995 war between
Bosnia’s Croats, Muslims and Serbs that claimed
some 100,000 lives.

Bosnian Serb wartime military chief general
Ratko Mladic, still revered as a hero by many Serbs,
was sentenced to life in prison by a UN court in
2017 over war crimes including the Srebrenica
genocide. He is awaiting the decision on his appeal.
In the run-up to the anniversary, Serbian President
Aleksandar Vucic described Srebrenica as “some-
thing that we should not and cannot be proud of”,
but he has never publicly uttered the word “geno-

cide”. In July 2017, he said it was a “horrible crime”
but added that “between 80 and 90 percent of Serbs
do not think that a major crime was committed”. 

‘Build a myth’ 
Several thousand Serbs and Muslims live side by

side in impoverished Srebrenica, a lifeless town in
eastern Bosnia with just a few shops open in its
centre. Mayor Mladen Grujicic was elected in 2016
after a campaign based on genocide denial-he said
the number of victims was not “valid”. “I claim here
that the genocide was not committed,” Bosnian
Serb political leader Milorad Dodik told a rally of
support to Grujicic at the time. In 2019, during a
conference gathering mainly Serb historians and
aimed at “establishing the truth” about Srebrenica,
Dodik said it was a “myth”. “Every people need a
myth,” said Dodik. “Muslims didn’t have it and they
try to build a myth around Srebrenica.” Ethnic Serb
lawmakers in the Bosnian parliament have consis-
tently rejected bills that would ban genocide denial.

So far, the remains of nearly 6,900 victims have
been found and identified in more than 80 mass
graves. Most were buried at the memorial cemetery
in Potocari, a village just outside Srebrenica.
Yesterday, the remains of nine victims identified
over the past year were laid to rest by their families.
Deputy mayor Fejzic said denial of the genocide
was like the “last phase” of the atrocity itself, telling
AFP: “We are facing that every day.” 

For European Union enlargement commission-
er Oliver Varhelyi the Srebrenica genocide was
“still an open wound at the heart of Europe”.
“This part of European history must be upheld
against any attempt at denial and revisionism,” he
said this week. — AFP

PRETORIA: Photo shows a stick measuring the depth of
a newly dug grave at the Honingnestkrans cemetery, in
Pretoria, for victims of the COVID-19. — AFP 

Motorhomes come 
of age as Europe 
relaxes lockdowns
MADRID: After months of working on the frontline in
the battle against COVID-19, Spanish nurse Yone
Alberich was absolutely ready for a holiday, but the
question was how. Going on holiday generally meant
flying abroad-but with the virus still very much in the
air, she didn’t want to take a plane. Nor did Alberich
want to stay in a hotel or be around crowds of people.
So she and her husband rented a motorhome.

“The idea was to keep away from people to avoid
getting infected,” said the 32-year-old, who has a tod-
dler and lives in the Valencian coastal town of
Castellon. “And with COVID, what could be better
than travelling around with your house on your
back?” With social distancing now the new norm
across Europe to avoid any fresh outbreaks, there has
been a shift in thinking about holidays, with a recent
survey showing 90 percent of Spaniards would
remain in Spain rather than travelling abroad.

And 83 percent planned to use their own car over
public transport. Fabrizio Muzzati, who runs specialist
Spanish travel agency Aquiestoy Caravaning, said
many people who never thought about a motorhome
holiday are now considering it. “At a time when the
whole world is very much looking for a sense of secu-
rity, there are a lot of people who are going to give it
a go because of the circumstances.” And as travel
restrictions were eased, motorhome rentals resumed
“intensively”, the Spanish mobile home and camper-
van association ASEICAR said last month, suggesting
it may be “key to reviving tourism this summer”.

And it is not just in Spain. “Since the rollback,
there’s been a real craze for motorhomes, every-
where”, says FranÁois Feuillet, president of the
European Motorhome Federation (ECF). “The
motorhome means freedom, savings and being green.
Now we can add health and safety and for us, that’s a
real boon.” Across Europe, there has been growing
interest in the sector and today, there are five million
users and two million vehicles in circulation, industry
figures show. In Germany, Europe’s main market, more
than 10,000 new motorhomes were registered in May,
an increase of 32 percent year-on-year, while France
added 3,529 new registrations-up nearly two percent.
And in Spain, a much smaller market but where inter-
est is growing rapidly, there were 1,208 new vehicles
registered in June-up 20 percent on last year, ASE-
ICAR figures show. There has also been a jump in
demand in the rental market. Yescapa, a peer-to-peer
rental platform, registered more than 32,500 bookings
across Europe in June, with requests for July and
August 60 percent higher than in the same period last
year. Of that number, just under a third-or 9,435 -
were in Spain. — AFP

SREBRENICA: Photo shows caskets with the remains of 9 newly identified victims of the 1995 massacre
in Srebrenica in a deserted factory. — AFP 

FANA, Mali: Photo shows the place where the mur-
der of Bakary Sangare took place in the outskirts of
Fana. 

FANA: The family of Bakary Sangare is seen in a
courtyard in Fana. On June 10, 2020, the headless
body of Bakary Sangare, a former soldier, was
found. — AFP photos


