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LASSERRE: The main defendant in the trial over the
November 2015 attacks in Paris yesterday disrupted
proceedings with a new outburst in court, claiming
three co-accused knew nothing about the jihadist
plot. Salah Abdeslam, the sole survivor of the group
of assailants who killed 130 people, went on trial with
19 others Wednesday over the November 13, 2015
suicide bombing and gun assaults on bars, restau-
rants, the Bataclan concert hall and the national sta-
dium. “They helped me but they knew nothing at all”
about the attacks plot, said Abdeslam, 31, of the three
fellow accused. “They are in prison but did nothing,”
he added before his microphone was cut by the pre-
siding judge Jean-Louis Peries who then suspended
the hearing. It was the second such intervention by
Abdeslam, who on the first day of the landmark trial
on Wednesday had launched into a diatribe about
how he and his co-accused were being treated “like
dogs” in prison.

On this occasion, he had intervened while the
court was considering the admissability of the com-
plaints brought by certain plaintiffs in the case. “The
victims from Syria and Iraq-will they be able to
speak?” asked Abdeslam, his dark hair combed back,
wearing a white sweater with colored stripes. “In
principle, we should be presumed innocent before
being judged... even if I do not endorse your justice,”
he said. “Let’s leave this discussion, Mr Abdeslam”,
replied the judge. “Sir-don’t be selfish. There are other
people who want to hear me,” Abdeslam retorted.

Abdeslam’s outbursts in court have sharply con-
trasted with his refusal over the last year to give any
statements to investigators, always remaining silent.
Peries commented: “You have had five years to com-
ment, you did not wish to make statements-as is your
right. I understood now that you wanted to speak, and
that’s fine-but now is not the time.”

‘Shocking’ for victims 
The trial, which is expected to last nine months, is

the biggest in France’s modern legal history and sees
the 20 defendants facing sentences of up to life in
prison, including Abdeslam. Six of the suspects are
being tried in absentia.

Abdeslam’s apparent desire to steal the limelight
risks becoming a major headache for the court as it
seeks to use the next sessions to set up the marathon
process and prepare for the testimony of survivors
and relatives of the dead from September 28. “This is
offensive to the victims, it is shocking the impact that
these remarks have on the victims,” said lawyer Samia
Maktouf, who represents 40 plaintiffs in the trial. On
the first day Abdeslam stated his Islamic faith when
asked to identify himself and then replied that he was
a “fighter for the Islamic State” when asked for his
profession. “Here it is very beautiful, there are flat
screens, air conditioning but there (in prison) we are
mistreated,” he alleged. Abdeslam, a dual French-Mo-
roccan national, was captured in Brussels after al-
legedly discarding his suicide vest and fleeing the

French capital in the chaotic aftermath of the blood-
shed. The horror was unleashed late on Friday, No-
vember 13, 2015, when the first attackers detonated
suicide belts outside the Stade de France stadium
where Hollande was watching France play a football
match against Germany.

A group of gunmen later opened fire from a car
on half a dozen restaurants and Abdeslam’s brother

Brahim blew himself up in a bar. The massacre culmi-
nated at the Bataclan, where 90 people mostly in their
20s and 30s were massacred as they watched a rock
concert. The trial will last until May 2022 with 145
days of scheduled hearings involving about 330
lawyers, 300 victims and testimony in November
from Francois Hollande, who was French president at
the time of the attacks.—AFP
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PARIS: This court-sketch shows Salah Abdeslam, the prime suspect in the November 2015 Paris attacks, standing
on the first day of the trial at the Palais de Justice of Paris.—AFP

Somalia’s Farmajo 
and Roble: Leaders 
at loggerheads
MOGADISHU: When Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed was
elected president of Somalia in February 2017, his supporters
hoped he could be the answer to corruption and extremism
in Africa’s most notorious failed state. But the veteran diplo-
mat triggered a political crisis when he extended his mandate
and failed to hold elections, and is now locked in a damaging
standoff with Mohamed Hussein Roble, the man he appointed
premier just a year ago.

The 59-year-old father of four, popularly known as Far-
majo (a name derived from the Italian word for cheese), spent
several years studying and working in the United States but
gave up his American citizenship in 2019. Farmajo was elected
president by MPs in a converted aircraft hangar after a six-
month voting process marred by widespread allegations of
vote-buying and corruption. He inherited a deeply unstable
nation where Al-Shabaab jihadists still hold swathes of coun-
tryside despite being routed from the capital Mogadishu in
2011. “This is the beginning of unity for the Somali nation, the
beginning of the fight against Shabaab and corruption,” a tri-
umphant Farmajo said. —AFP

Theranos founder’s 
fraud trial opens in 
Silicon Valley
SAN JOSE: Fallen biotech star Elizabeth Holmes’s fraud trial opened
Wednesday in California, with prosecutors claiming she told grandiose lies
to cheat investors in her once-billion-dollar company, as her defense said
she simply made mistakes. When she launched the diagnostics firm Ther-
anos in 2003 at age 19, the charismatic Holmes promised results that were
faster and cheaper than traditional laboratories, running an analytical gamut
on just a few drops of blood. Trouble is, prosecutors say, the tests did not
do what was promised, and she now faces fraud charges that potentially
carry decades in prison.

“This is a case about lying and cheating to get money,” federal prose-
cutor Robert Leach told jurors during his opening arguments in the heart
of Silicon Valley, the city of San Jose. “The defendant’s fraudulent scheme
made her a billionaire,” he told a courtroom filled with journalists, Holmes’s
loved ones and large legal teams. But her high-powered defense argued
Holmes devoted her life to Theranos and was not the “villain” prosecutors
claimed; instead, she had made mistakes - including the company she kept.

“Theranos failed in part because it made mistakes, but mistakes are not
crimes. A failed business does not make a CEO a criminal,” attorney Lance
Wade told the jury. The defense has also alleged in filings that Holmes was
psychologically abused and controlled by her business partner and ex-
boyfriend Ramesh “Sunny” Balwani, who is standing trial separately. “You
will hear that trusting and relying on Mr Balwani as her primary advisor
was one of her mistakes,” Wade told jurors.

Holmes was a tech world celebrity whose multi-billion-dollar start-up
looked set to revolutionize medical testing before it crashed and burned in
a blaze of fraud claims. The 37-year-old faces charges of wire fraud and
conspiracy to commit wire fraud. If found guilty, she could be jailed for up
to 20 years. She and Balwani, the former Theranos chief operating officer
whom she dated for a time, are charged with conspiring to scam Theranos
investors and customers.

From ‘visionary’ to ‘villain’
During jury selection last week, Holmes’s attorney Kevin Downey asked

potential members if they had experience with “abuse by an intimate part-
ner,” signaling the defense plans to raise the issue. Prosecutor Jeffrey
Schenk of the US Attorney’s Office is expected to call on medical profes-
sionals to undermine that notion. As the first day of testimony wrapped up,
judge Edward Davila warned the jurors to avoid reading news of the case.
Proceedings were due to resume on Friday.

Political figures like Henry Kissinger and former defense secretary
James Mattis were drawn to the company’s board, and media mogul Ru-
pert Murdoch invested cash in what seemed to be a sure-fire winner.
Mattis, Murdoch and Kissinger are on a list of potential witnesses filed
with the court by prosecutors. Holmes was lauded as a visionary, drawing
comparisons with Apple founder Steve Jobs. But years of hype - and bil-
lions of dollars - later, those promises unspooled: the miracle machines
did not work.

And, say prosecutors, Holmes knew it, yet continued to lie to investors,
doctors and patients so she could raise more than $700 million for the com-
pany. At one point, she had a net worth estimated at $3.6 billion, according
to Forbes magazine. At the time, she was the youngest billionaire not to
have inherited her fortune. In 2018, the Securities and Exchange Commis-
sion presented the Theranos case as a lesson for Silicon Valley, a warning
against the “fake it till you make it” culture. The trial was postponed several
times - most recently because Holmes had a child in early July.—AFP


