
PARIS: The Paris appeals court yesterday backed a guilty verdict
against Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad’s uncle for misappro-
priating public funds in Syria, laundering the spoils and building
a vast property portfolio in France with ill-gotten gains. The court
confirmed last year’s four-year prison sentence against 84-year-
old Rifaat Al-Assad, which he may not have to serve given his ad-
vanced age. But the confiscation of his French real estate assets,
worth an estimated 90 million euros ($106 million), ordered at his
initial trial, will now go ahead.

Dubbed the “Butcher of Hama” for allegedly commanding
troops who put down an uprising in central Syria in 1982, Assad
has been under investigation in France since 2014. The younger

brother of the late Syrian president Hafez al-Assad - father of the
incumbent president - was tried for crimes allegedly committed
between 1984 and 2016, including aggravated tax fraud and mis-
appropriation of Syrian funds.

A Paris court last June dismissed charges against Assad for the
period 1984 to 1996, but found him guilty of organized laundering
of funds embezzled from the Syrian public purse between 1996
and 2016. He was also convicted of tax fraud. Formerly Syria’s vice
president, Assad left his home country in 1984 after mounting a
failed coup against his brother Hafez who led Syria from 1971 to
2000. After he arrived in Europe, Rifaat al-Assad’s lavish lifestyle,
four wives and 16 children soon raised eyebrows. His French for-

tune includes two townhouses in chic Parisian neighborhoods, a
stud farm, about 40 apartments, and a chateau.

Assad and his family also built up a huge portfolio of prop-
erties in Spain, valued at around 695 million euros, which were
all seized by the authorities in 2017. Lawyers for Assad, who
was awarded France’s Legion of Honor in 1986 for “services
rendered”, have insisted all his money had a lawful origin. The
French case against Assad began with a suit filed in 2013 by
anti-corruption campaign group Sherpa. Calling yesterday’s
verdict “encouraging”, Sherpa said in a statement that it hoped
the courts would now intensify the fight against illicit funds
stashed away in France.— AFP 

Friday, September 10, 2021I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday18

French jail term confirmed 
for Syria’s president uncle 

Paris appeals court backs ‘Butcher of Hama’ guilty verdict

Malaysian mothers 
hail win for equality 
in citizenship case
KUALA LUMPUR: A group of Malaysian mothers won a
landmark legal challenge yesterday, overturning what they
described as discriminatory citizenship rules affecting
women who gave birth overseas. The rules had meant a
woman with a foreign spouse who had a child abroad was
barred from automatically passing on her Malaysian na-
tionality. Similar restrictions did not apply to men from the
Southeast Asian country, who enjoy a straight path to citi-
zenship for their offspring.

Socially conservative Malaysia was among only a hand-
ful of countries worldwide with such rules, with campaign-
ers long complaining they were discriminatory. But
yesterday, the High Court in Kuala Lumpur ruled in favor
of a challenge brought by six Malaysian mothers, who ar-
gued the regulations breached the constitution. “This judg-
ment recognizes Malaysian women’s equality, and marks
one step forward to a more egalitarian and just Malaysia,”
said Suri Kempe, president of NGO Family Frontiers, which
helped bring the case to court.

The judgment applies to all Malaysian mothers, not just
the plaintiffs in the case, she said. The lawyer for the moth-
ers, Gurdial Singh Nijar, hailed a “momentous decision”,
saying the rules had “disrupted family structures”. There
was no immediate reaction from the government, and it was
not clear whether they would appeal the ruling. Campaign-
ers said the law had sometimes left women trapped in abu-
sive relationships.

If they brought their children back to Malaysia, the
youngsters faced obstacles in accessing public services
like free education and healthcare. Women could apply
for their overseas-born children to be granted citizenship
but authorities rarely agreed. According to Family Fron-
tiers, the home ministry received over 4,000 applications
between 2013 and 2018, but only approved 142. The gov-
ernment had sought to get the mothers’ challenge dis-
missed, insisting the rules were in line with the
constitution. But campaigners said they breached consti-
tutional guarantees to equality before the law, and the
court allowed the case to proceed. — AFP 

Police raid
shuttered 
Tiananmen
museum
HONG KONG: Hong Kong police yester-
day raided a museum that houses exhibits
commemorating Beijing’s deadly crack-
down on Tiananmen Square in 1989, a day
after they arrested four members of the
group that ran the venue. Officers from the
newly created national security unit were
seen carting away documents and exhibits
from the now-shuttered June 4 museum
which is run by the Hong Kong Alliance. 

The items included a giant logo of the
museum, a paper model of the Goddess of
Democracy - a symbol of the 1989 pro-
democracy student movement in Beijing -
photos of the huge annual candlelight vig-
ils Hong Kongers hosted for Tiananmen’s
victims as well as dozens of boxes of ma-
terials. The alliance, officially named the
Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic
Democratic Movements of China, is the
latest target of a sweeping national secu-
rity law that Beijing imposed on the city
last year to quash dissent after huge and
often violent democracy protests. The mu-
seum raid came a day after security police
arrested Chow Hang-tung, vice-chair-
woman of the alliance, and three other
leaders for refusing to cooperate with their
investigation.

Last month, police ordered the group
to hand over financial and operational de-
tails, accusing it of working as a “foreign
agent”. The request included the personal
details of all members since its founding in
1989, all meeting minutes, financial records
and any exchanges with other NGOs ad-
vocating for democracy and human rights
in China. But alliance members have re-
fused, calling the request illegal and arbi-

trary. Many members of the alliance are al-
ready in jail on national security charges
or other protest-related offences.

Yesterday’s raid came on the same day
12 democracy activists, including the al-
liance’s jailed vice-chairman Albert Ho,
pleaded guilty to unauthorized assembly
charges over the Tiananmen vigil in 2020,
which was the first one banned by author-
ities since 1990. In his mitigation speech,
Ho said he rejected the accusation that they
are foreign agents, saying the alliance was
formed by local democratic groups sup-
porting democracy protesters in Beijing.

“We were driven by our consciences
and moral commitment to make our best
endeavours to maintain this historic tradi-
tion of commemorating June 4th, remem-
bering the lesson of history and speaking
truth to power,” he said, explaining why it
was important for Hong Kongers to con-

tinue remembering Tiananmen. The vigils
were once one of the most visible symbols
of Hong Kong’s political plurality but they
have been banned over the last two years.
China is rapidly remoulding Hong Kong in
its own authoritarian image following huge
and often violent democracy protests that
broke out two years ago.

Dozens of democracy figures have been
arrested on national security charges and
an official campaign has been launched to
purge the city of anyone deemed “unpatri-
otic”. Yeung Sum, a former lawmaker and
one of the 12 democracy activists who
pleaded guilty yesterday, said Hong Kong
will continue to fight for democracy. “The
June 4 candlelight vigil may be banned for-
ever... but the flowers of liberty will blos-
som regardless of the storm. Hong Kong
people will continue to seek our way to
democracy and freedom.” — AFP 

HONG KONG: Police officers (center) from the National Security Department take away items
after raiding the June 4 museum dedicated to the 1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown in Hong
Kong yesterday.— AFP 


