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LONDON: Voters went to the polls for “Super Thurs-
day” elections that could reshape the UK as pro-in-
dependence forces in Scotland bid to break away, in
the first major electoral test since Brexit and the coro-
navirus crisis. The regional and local elections will test
backing for Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s Conser-
vatives after he led Britain out of the EU and through
the pandemic, overseeing Europe’s highest death toll
but also its fastest vaccine rollout.

Johnson, who has shrugged off recent scandals,
urged high turnout for “a very big day at the polls”. 

“It’s the Conservatives who are delivering on your
priorities, better taxpayer value, other parties (are)
just playing political games,” he said in a Twitter video
clip. Any “vaccine bounce” for the Conservatives in
key English races would fuel criticism of Keir Starmer,
leader of the main opposition Labour party, ahead of
the next general election due in 2024.

The Conservatives were hoping to spring an elec-
toral surprise by grabbing the UK parliamentary seat
of Hartlepool, in a special election deep in Labour’s
once-impregnable heartland of northeast England.

The Hartlepool result is due in the early hours of
Friday, and the other outcomes will take shape over
the weekend. Social distancing rules for ballot coun-
ters are expected to slow down the process. Voting
was also underway for local councils in England, re-
gional mayors including in London, and for the de-
volved assemblies in Wales and Scotland. 

Results for the Edinburgh parliament are expected

on Saturday evening, with the Scottish National Party
(SNP) seeking a pro-independence majority to put
pressure on Johnson to permit another referendum
on splitting from the UK.

‘Reckless, irresponsible’ 
Johnson has said Scotland’s 2014 referendum, when

55 percent of people voted “no” to independence,
closed the debate for a generation. “This is not the time
to have a reckless and I think, irresponsible, referen-
dum,” he said, pushing back against SNP leader and
Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, who wants an-
other vote once the pandemic subsides. In Glasgow,
60-year-old cleaner Lorna McClure said she was “all
for Nicola Sturgeon”. “I think she is really good for
Scotland and I want independence,” she told AFP.

But Raghav Jay, a 35-year-old business student
said: “I think I would rather Scotland stayed within
the UK. So I’d prefer a party which is going to support
that.”  Latest opinion polls suggest the SNP will gain
a slim majority for the first time since 2011, keeping it
in power, although other surveys have indicated a
coalition is likely.

Most Scots rejected Brexit in the UK’s 2016 ref-
erendum on leaving the European Union, which has
boosted independence sentiment, although fears of
fresh economic upheaval after the pandemic are bol-
stering support for staying in the UK. “We need
strength in unity and to start having new borders...
would be madness,” said Alec Telfer, 64, president of

the Blackface Sheep Breeders Association.
The outcome in England will be watched closely

to see whether Johnson’s party manages to hold on
to gains in the 2019 general election and previous
local votes after the Brexit referendum. Starmer re-
placed the hard-left Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader
just over a year ago, and has been trying to rebuild
support in the “Red Wall” of northern England that

was breached by the Tories in the previous votes. 
He has recently sharpened attacks on Johnson’s

personal integrity, with the prime minister refusing to
answer questions over who initially paid for costly
renovations to his Downing Street flat. Multiple in-
vestigations are underway into the affair, but Johnson
has deflected the “wallpaper-gate” scandal as West-
minster gossip.  —AFP

UK votes as independence 
debate heats up in Scotland

Regional and local elections to test backing for Johnson

Indonesian power plant 
landslide toll rises to 10
MEDEN, Indonesia: The death toll from a landslide at a hydro-
electric dam project on Indonesia’s Sumatra island has risen to 10,
an official said yesterday, as authorities called off a week-long
search for victims.

A landslide triggered by heavy rains struck the Chinese-
backed Batang Toru hydropower plant on Thursday last week,
burying an estimated 13 people. Employees were checking on the
area over concerns that heavy rains could trigger landslides when
the disaster struck.

At least two children are among the victims. The body of a Chi-
nese employee of the plant was identified on Wednesday. Another
Chinese employee narrowly escaped as he fled the scene. 

Local disaster mitigation agency head Hotmatua Rambe told AFP
the search for the victims had ended after unearthing 10 bodies.
Three victims remain missing. The Batang Toru hydropower proj-
ect-part of China’s trillion-dollar Belt and Road infrastructure proj-
ect-has raised opposition as it is built in an area of rainforest that is
the only known habitat of the endangered Tapanuli orangutan.

Fatal landslides and flash floods are common across the country
during the rainy season.  Last month, more than 200 people were
killed in a cluster of far-eastern islands and neighboring Timor Leste
as Tropical Cyclone Seroja turned small communities into wastelands
of mud and uprooted trees. —AFP

Americans handed 
life sentences in 
Italy for cop murder
ROME: An Italian court convicted two young Americans Wednesday for
the murder of a police officer while they were on a summer holiday in
Rome, with both handed life sentences.

Finnegan Lee Elder, 21, had admitted stabbing Mario Cerciello Rega
during a late-night encounter in July 2019, while out with his friend Gabriel
Natale-Hjorth, 20. Prosecutors cast it as a brutal, unprovoked attack in
which Elder, then 19, stabbed Cerciello 11 times with a seven-inch camping
knife on a dark street near the Americans’ hotel. 

But the defendants claimed self-defense, saying they were jumped
from behind by men they thought were thugs following an earlier drug
deal gone wrong. 

The trial, which lasted more than a year, boiled down to a contest be-
tween two diametrically opposed versions of how the attack unfolded, pit-
ting the word of Cerciello’s partner, the central prosecution witness,
against that of the young men.  

Reading out the verdict, Judge Marina Finiti declared the two guilty
of all charges and sentenced them both to life imprisonment-Italy’s stiffest
sentence.  Their jail time will also include a two-month period of solitary
confinement, and they will have to pay the costs of the trial. 

Elder, whose lawyer whispered the sentence to him as it was read in
Italian, appeared close to fainting and was rushed out of the courtroom by
penitentiary police. Natale-Hjorth, who did not handle the murder weapon
but helped to hide it, faced the same homicide charge under Italian law.

After the verdict was announced, the policeman’s widow, Rosa Maria
Esilio, sobbed audibly and hugged his brother. “It was a long and painful
trial,” Esilio said later outside the courtroom through tears. “This won’t
bring me back Mario.”

The case, which scandalized Italy while also raising doubts about po-
lice conduct, hinged on whether the men from California-who have been
in jail since their arrest almost two years ago-knew the officers were po-
lice. They said neither officer showed their badges nor identified them-
selves as police before the 32-second attack, an account refuted by
Cerciello’s partner, Andrea Varriale, 27.  Defense lawyers said they would
appeal.  “This sentence is a disgrace for Italy with these judges who don’t
want to see what emerged during the trial and the investigation,” Elder’s
attorney, Renato Borzone, told reporters. 

Police inconsistencies 
The death of Cerciello, who had just returned from his honeymoon

when he was killed, aroused an outpouring of public sympathy in Italy,
and his funeral was broadcast live on television where he was hailed as a
hero. With its verdict after 11 hours of deliberation, the jury appeared to
discount a series of blunders and inconsistent statements by police leading
up to and after the attack. 

Those included Natale-Hjorth’s blindfolding during his police interro-
gation, a falsified police report and Varriale’s lie that he was armed at the
time of the attack. 

During closing arguments, the defense sought to show that police fail-
ure to follow protocol the night of the attack suggested that Varriale was
an unreliable witness. Elder attorney Roberto Capra challenged the jury
to consider whether they could “reject the authoritarian idea that law en-
forcement can be believed at any cost, that they can say whatsoever and
be believed because they belong to the police”. The case has sparked
comparisons with the high-profile trial of Amanda Knox, a US student
convicted and later acquitted of a 2007 murder in Italy. —AFP

GLASGOW: Member of the Scottish Parliament Patrick Harvie, co-leader of the Scottish Greens, outside a polling
station at a school in Scottish Parliament elections in Glasgow yesterday. —AFP


