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News in brief

Lebanon stops sea crossing

BEIRUT: The Lebanese army yesterday said it inter-
cepted a small boat carrying 11 people, mostly
Syrians, attempting an illegal sea crossing out of the
crisis-hit country. A statement said a naval force
spotted the boat off the northern port city of Tripoli
and that its passengers were all detained and referred
for investigation, the army added. The boat was car-
rying “10 people of Syrian nationality and a
Lebanese national,” it said. Their journey’s end was
not specified but neighboring Cyprus, a member of
the European Union, has been a popular sea smug-
gling destination in recent months. In May, the
Lebanese army intercepted a boat near Tripoli carry-
ing 60 people, including 59 Syrians. —AFP

Attack on top Niger politician 

ABIDJAN: A machine-gun attack on the home of Seini
Oumarou, president of the National Assembly in Niger,
killed one of his guards and seriously wounded a sec-
ond, the authorities said Saturday. The attack, which
happened overnight Friday to Saturday, was carried out
by two men on a motorbike, Osseini Salatou, an advisor
to Oumarou, told journalists. “They machine-gunned the
guards (posted in front of his home) killing one of them”
and seriously wounding the other, he added. Niger’s
interior ministry confirmed the attack in a statement
Saturday evening, adding that the two attackers had
tried unsuccessfully to drive off a 4x4 vehicle parked in
front of the building before leaving the scene. —AFP 

Clashes after Tunisia demo 

TUNIS : Youths clashed with officers again Saturday
evening, hours after a demonstration in the Tunisian cap-
ital, Tunis, to protest police violence following the latest
death of a man arrested by police. In the working class
district of Sidi Hassine, several dozen young people
threw projectiles, including fireworks, at police near the
station, an AFP reporter witnessed. Police responded
with tear gas. The district has been rocked by angry
protests since Tuesday, when the man died after being
arrested by police on suspicion of dealing drugs,
according to local media. His family has accused the
police of having beaten him to death and the authorities
have opened an investigation, but the interior ministry
denied Thursday that he had died from ill treatment fol-
lowing his arrest. —AFP

Pope prays for famine-hit Tigray

ROME: Pope Francis yesterday offered his prayers to
the people of Ethiopia’s conflict-wracked Tigray region,
which has been hit by famine. “I am particularly close to
the people of the Tigray region in Ethiopia, struck by a
serious humanitarian crisis which exposes the poorest
to famine,” he said during his Angelus prayer. “Today
there is famine, there is hunger. Let us pray together
for an immediate end to the violence, for everyone to
be guaranteed food and health assistance, and for the
return as soon as possible of social harmony.” The UN
has said that over 90 percent of the more than five
million people in the Tigray region need emergency
food aid, and has urgently appealed for more than
$200 million to scale up its response. —AFP

BADUSH, Iraq: Iraqi authorities said yesterday
the remains of 123 people killed by Islamic
State group jihadists had been removed from a
mass grave in a bid to identify them. The
Badush prison massacre was one of the worst
crimes IS carried out after it seized control of a
third of Iraq in a lightning offensive in 2014. In
June that year, IS fighters attacked the north-
western prison, freeing Sunni Muslims inmates
and forcing 583 mainly Shiite prisoners into
truck, before driving them to a ravine and
shooting them.

In recent weeks, dozens of family members
of the victims have given blood samples, which
will be compared to the DNA of the remains,
which were found in the mass graves in 2017.
“Thousands of families are waiting to know
what happened to their relatives,” Najm Al-
Jubburi, governor of the Nineveh province
where the prison is located, told AFP.

The mass grave, discovered after Iraqi
forces took control of the area in March 2017,
is one of more than 200 the extremist group
left behind in its rampage of brutality, accord-
ing to the United Nations. 

The remains of up to 12,000 people are
believed to be buried in these graves, the UN
says, which has accused IS of having commit-
ted genocide in Iraq. One of those waiting for
closure in Iraq is Abbas Mohammed, whose
son was jailed at Badush following his arrest by
US forces in 2005. “After 17 years of not
knowing whether my son is alive or dead, I
need an answer,” he told AFP.

Iraq has been struggling to identify remains
of people from several violent episodes in its
recent history, and is still discovering mass
graves from the regime of executed dictator
Saddam Hussein. 

The task has been challenging, as remains
have often been burned or exposed to the ele-
ments over the years. “Work conditions are
difficult,” Saleh Ahmed, a member of govern-
ment commission tasked with identifying the
“martyrs”, said at the site of the Badush mass
grave. “The heat is  overwhelming. Some
remains are entangled, and there are snakes
and scorpions everywhere,” he said, as 30
workers carried out the grim task of removing
bodies from the grave. —AFP

Badush prison massacre, one of the worst IS crimes

Iraq opens mass grave to 
identify 123 IS victims

BADUSH, Iraq: This aerial view shows human remains, reportedly of victims of the 2014 Badush prison mas-
sacre committed by the Islamic State (IS) group, after being unearthed from a mass grave in the northern
Iraqi village of Badush, northwest of the city of Mosul. —AFP

Spain’s Podemos 
elects Belarra 
as new chief
MADRID: Podemos, the junior member
of Spain’s ruling coalition, yesterday
formally appointed Ione Belarra as its
new leader, putting two women at the
helm of the radical left-wing party fol-
lowing the departure of its founder.
Belarra received 89 percent of the vote
in a week-long ballot to be named the
new secretary-general at a party
assembly in Alcorcon near Madrid.
“Podemos must grow” and “continue
to work to conquer new social
advances,” the 33-year-old said fol-
lowing the vote by her party, which has
seen declining support in recent years.

The vote followed the departure of
founder Pablo Iglesias, who did not
attend the gathering in a gesture to
show that he no longer exerts any
influence over the party he estab-
lished in 2014. But Belarra has the full
blessing of Iglesias, who decided to
withdraw from politics following a
crushing defeat to the right in the
May 4 regional elections in Madrid.
Running against two unknown candi-
dates, Belarra was the overwhelming
favorite in the week-long vote. But
although she takes the helm, it will be
Labour Minister Yolanda Diaz, 50,
who will head the list for Podemos
and its allies in the next general elec-
tions, due by January 2024.

A cultural shift 
Having two leaders in charge “is not

within the organizational culture of
Podemos” which is more accustomed
to the super-charged leadership of
Iglesias, said Paloma Roman, professor
of Political Science at Madrid’s
Complutense University. A native of
the northern city of Pamplona, Belarra
has worked for the Red Cross and for
the Spanish Commission for Refugee
Aid and been a Podemos activist since
the very beginning. A trusted member
of Iglesias’ inner circle, she was
appointed a junior minister within the
social affairs ministry that he headed
when Podemos entered government in
January 2020.

When Iglesias stood down early
last month, Belarra inherited his role
as social affairs minister, while Diaz
took up his position as a deputy
prime minister. As secretary-general,
Belarra will be surrounded by some of
Iglesias’ closest allies, including his
partner, Equality Minister Irene
Montero, with whom she studied psy-
chology at university.

Very different approaches 
From yesterday, the two ministers

will share the party leadership. And
although both are outspoken feminists
and share a passion for addressing
wage insecurity, they have very differ-
ent approaches. Belarra takes a more
confrontational style, and has not held
back from highlighting the differences
between Podemos and the Socialists
in government, such as branding

Defence Minister Margarita Robles
the right’s “favorite minister”. Diaz,
however, has shown herself to be
more conciliatory.

A former lawyer and Communist
activist whose father was a well-
known union leader, she has negotiat-
ed with employers and unions to set
up a furlough scheme that has been
critical for avoiding mass layoffs dur-
ing the pandemic. In a recent speech
to Podemos MPs, Diaz called for
“calm and composure” in the face of
the anxiety generated by “Twitter
politics” where the party has tradi-
tionally been very belligerent. And she
urged a return to its anti-austerity

origins to manage a society that is
“suffering a lot and is resentful”.

Having two at the top “is going to
be quite complicated” in that
Belarra will want to have “a very
strong and well-controlled party,
and not leave room for Yolanda Diaz
to do things her way”, said political
scientist Jose Ignacio Torreblanca. “I
don’t know if Belarra will be able to
get the upper hand over Yolanda
Diaz” who has “her own image and
ideas”, he added. The main “fight”
will be over who drafts the program
for the next general elections and
the choice of candidates who will be
on the party list. —AFP

ALCORCON, Spain: Newly elected Podemos’ party secretary-general Ione
Belarra (center) raises her fist during a party assembly in Alcorcon, near
Madrid yesterday. —AFP

Canada pays final
homage to family 
killed in truck attack
LONDON, Canada: Several hundred people gathered in
London, Ontario on Saturday to pay homage to a
Muslim family deliberately mowed down by the driver of
a pick-up truck, in an attack that has shocked Canadians
and which Prime Minister Justin Trudeau denounced as
“terrorist.” Four members of the Afzaal family-a man and
his wife, their teenage daughter and his mother-were out
for a walk in their London neighborhood Sunday when a
20-year-old man in a black pickup truck drove into them
on purpose, according to authorities. A fifth family mem-
ber, a nine-year-old boy, was seriously injured.

On Saturday, hundreds of people filled a large park-
ing lot and a football field next to the London Islamic
center, where a private ceremony was held, to join in a
public remembrance around the family’s four caskets,
each covered with a Canadian flag. “The very fact that
their coffins are draped in the beautiful Canadian flag is
a testimony of the fact that the entire Canadian nation
stands with them,” Pakistan’s ambassador to Canada,
Raza Bashir Tarar, told the crowd. The ceremony, with
brief remarks and prayers, was broadcast live on major
Canadian networks.

“We are not alone in our grief,” said Ali Islam, an
uncle of Madiha Salman, one of the victims. He stressed
that the outpouring of support “has been the first step
towards finding a way to heal.” “We realized that our

extended family was much larger than we could have
ever imagined.” Another speaker at the event, Sajid Ali
Mohamed, noted that the attack on the Muslim family
has been described as terrorism, instead of being blamed
on mental illness. “If it’s not a turning point, at least it’s a
nudge in the right direction,” he said. The funeral cortege
then headed to a cemetery-as people lined the route in a
show of solidarity-for the private burial of Salman Afzaal,
46, his wife Madiha, 44, their daughter Yumna, 15 and
Salman’s mother Talat, 74. Many people wore either
green ribbons, in support of the Muslim community, or
mauve ones, Yumna’s favorite color.

‘Hate kills’ 
The attack has badly shaken the Muslim community

and other Canadians as well. Numerous vigils and
solemn commemorations have taken place across
Canada in recent days. On Friday, several thousand peo-
ple joined in an ecumenical walk through the streets of
London, which is home to some 30,000 Muslims. Many
bore posters reading “We are all human” or “Hate kills.”
People also paid homage Friday in Quebec City, where a
January 2017 mosque shooting claimed six lives. The lat-
est attack has fueled debate about the prevalence of
Islamophobia in Canada and, within the Muslim commu-
nity heightened fears that outward signs of religious
affiliation can make a person a target. In an interview
with the CBC network, Pakistani Prime Minister Imran
Khan said the attack had shocked people across
Pakistan.

He called on the international community to take
action against “hate websites which create hatred
amongst human beings.” “Some international leaders,
or leaders in the Western countries, actually don’t

understand this phenomenon,” he added in excerpts
of the interview released ahead of its broadcast yes-
terday. Twenty-year-old Nathaniel Veltman, who has
no criminal record and no known link to any extremist
group, has been charged in the attack with four
counts of first-degree murder and one of attempted
murder. 

Police say the attack was planned and motivated by
hatred, and have not ruled out adding terrorism-related
charges. Trudeau has promised to step up the fight
against extremist groups. Following the attack, Canadian
deputies adopted a nonbinding resolution, introduced by
the left-leaning New Democratic Party, calling for a
national summit on Islamophobia this summer-as many
Canadian Muslim organizations have demanded. —AFP

LONDON, Canada: Mourners and supporters gather for
a public funeral for members of the Afzaal family at
the Islamic Centre of Southwest Ontario in London,
Canada. —AFP

German Greens
back weakened
leader Baerbock
BERLIN:  Members of the German Greens party on
Saturday officially nominated Annalena Baerbock as
their candidate to replace Chancellor Angela
Merkel, despite recent setbacks and slip-ups that
Baerbock herself acknowledged. Green delegates
voted by a huge majority of 98.5 percent for the

party to be co-led by Baerbock, who is to be the
candidate for chancellor, and Robert Habeck.
Baerbock, 40, was clearly relieved at the result, and
voiced regret for “errors” that had “really bothered”
her and which have weakened support for the envi-
ronmental party ahead of general elections sched-
uled for September 26.

She thanked party delegates for providing a “tail
wind, especially after the headwind of recent
weeks”. A week ago, the party was hammered in a
regional vote in Saxony-Anhalt as its focus on cli-
mate protection failed to resonate with electors in
Germany’s poorest state. The Greens garnered just
six percent of the vote, less than a point higher than

in the last state election in 2016.
Merkel’s Christian Democrats (CDU) scored a

resounding win with 37 percent of the vote, pushing
the far-right AfD into a distant second place with 21
percent. The strong outcome put wind in the sails of
CDU leader Armin Laschet, Baerbock’s main oppo-
nent to run Europe’s top economy after 16 years
with Merkel at the helm. A national poll this week by
public television station ARD had the CDU at 28
percent, while the Greens slipped by six points from
the previous month to 20 percent. Baerbock is held
responsible in large part for the drop, owing to her
failure to declare to parliament a bonus she had
received from the party.

In addition, inaccuracies on her CV that have
since been corrected undermined the Green’s
message of improved transparency. Comments by
Habeck on a visit  to Kiev last month that
appeared to back supplying arms to Ukraine
added to negative headlines, even though he
quickly rowed them back. Green proposals for
hiking petrol prices and cutting back domestic
flights in favor of rail and bus connections have
also gone down badly in some quarters. Senior
Green officials admit it will now be an uphill battle
to counter conservative bids to paint them as a
party for latte-sipping, electric vehicle-driving
urbanites. —AFP


