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THE HAGUE: An unprecedented case
opens Monday at the International
Criminal Court when an alleged Malian
jihadist is set to plead guilty to the war
crime of destroying the UNESCO world
heritage site of Timbuktu. Some 55
sites around the world, including the
Bamiyan valley where the Taliban blew
up ancient giant Buddhas in 2001 and
Palmyra in Syria vandalized by the
Islamic State group in the past two
years, remain on UNESCO’s endan-
gered list.

And experts hope the trial and sen-
tencing of Ahmad Al-Faqi Al-Mahdi for
the 2012 attacks on Timbuktu will send
a message that such cultural destruc-
tion will not go unpunished. Plucked
from the edges of the Sahara to a
courtroom on the sand dunes of The
Hague, all eyes will be on Mahdi, until
now unknown to the outside world. He
stands accused of the war crime of
“intentionally directing attacks” against
nine of Timbuktu’s famous mausoleums
as well as the Sidi Yahia mosque
between 30 June and 11 July 2012.
Mahdi is expected to become the first
person to confess his guilt at the tribu-

nal as well as the first to face a single
war crime charge of destroying cultural
heritage. “The destruction of cultural
heritage has become a tactic of war to
disseminate fear and hatred in modern
conflicts,” UNESCO director general
Irina Bokovo wrote recently in the
online magazine International Criminal
Justice Today. Such attacks seek “to tear
at the fabric of society, to deny human
rights and to quash the rule of law,” she
said, adding it was “critical” they should
“not go unpunished.”

‘Not Just Stones’ 
Mahdi is also the first alleged

jihadist to stand trial, and the first per-
son to be charged with crimes arising
out of the Mali conflict. ICC prosecutors
allege that Mahdi, born in 1975, was a
member of Ansar Dine, a mainly Tuareg
movement that in 2012 took control of
Timbuktu some 1,000 km northeast of
Bamako, along with Al-Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). As the head of
the “Hisbah” or the “Manners Brigade”
he ordered the attacks on the shrines,
ICC prosecutors say.

The site has now been reconstruct-

ed and a French-led operation has
mostly chased the jihadists from the
area, although extremist groups still
pose a threat. ICC chief prosecutor
Fatou Bensouda insists that “what is at
stake here is not just walls and stones”.
Founded between the 5th and the 12th
centuries by Tuareg tribes, Timbuktu
has been dubbed “the city of 333
saints” for the number of Muslim sages
buried there. Revered as a center of

Islamic learning during its golden age
in the 15th and 16th centuries, the site
was condemned as idolatrous by the
jihadists. The attacks were “a callous
assault on the dignity and identity of
entire populations, and their religious
and historical roots,” Bensouda said,
and “the magnitude of the loss... was
felt by the whole of humanity”. Mahdi,
handed over to the ICC by Niger in late
2015, intends to plead guilty, as he is “a
Muslim who believes in justice,”
defense lawyer Mohamed Aouini told a
June hearing. “He wants to be truthful
to himself and he wants to admit the
acts that he has committed,” Aouini
said, adding that Mahdi also sought
“pardon” for his acts. Observers, while
welcoming the focus on cultural
destruction, remain troubled that no
other charges, such as for sexual vio-
lence committed during the conflict,
have been brought. “On the one hand
we are really excited to see this being
put up front as something that’s not
really been prosecuted before in such
seriousness,” said Mariana Pena, a legal
expert with the Open Society Justice
Initiative. — AFP

Timbuktu attacks in focus as ICC trial opens

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir
Putin was yesterday visiting annexed
Crimea to boost security measures there,
just days after accusing Kiev of attempt-
ing an armed incursion into the peninsu-
la. Putin chaired a meeting of his power-
ful security council in Crimea as he made
his fifth visit to the strategic Black Sea
peninsula since annexing it from Ukraine
in March 2014. “We have gathered
because of the well-known incident,
after stopping an attempt by Ukrainian
army sabotage groups to stage an incur-
sion into Crimean territory,” he said dur-
ing the meeting whose aim was to “dis-
cuss and implement additional security
measures.”

Last week, Putin lashed out at Kiev
over an incident on the frontier between
Crimea and Ukraine, accusing it of “prac-
ticing terror” and sending a group of
saboteurs into Crimea ahead of the elec-
tions. Two Russian officers were killed in
the incident, in which Ukraine denied
any involvement. Putin however contin-
ued his accusations yesterday, saying
“our partners in Kiev have decided to
exacerbate the situation” because they
did not want to uphold their end of the
European-brokered truce agreement
signed in Belarussian capital Minsk last
year. Ukraine’s President Petro
Poroshenko on Thursday said he consid-
ered the likelihood of an escalation
“high” and could not rule out a “full-scale
Russian invasion along all fronts”. Kiev
said Thursday heavy rebel shelling killed
three soldiers in its east, where the gov-
ernment has been battling pro-Russian
separatists since 2014. Western leaders
have expressed alarm over the possibili-
ty of an escalation.

Meanwhile, Russian naval and land
forces have practiced swiftly moving mil-

itary hardware and troops to annexed
Crimea as part of a logistics exercise
which foreshadows much larger war
games there next month, the Russian
Defense Ministry said. The Defence
Ministry said in a statement issued late
on Thursday that Sergei Shoigu, the
defense minister, had observed part of
the training exercise which took place in
the Russian port of Novorossiisk.

It said specialized logistic troops had
cooperated with Russian Railways and
the country’s merchant fleet to rehearse
moving troops, armor and technical
equipment to Crimea, which Russia
annexed from Ukraine in 2014. Vessels
from Russia’s Black Sea Fleet had also
taken part, including a submarine, a

large landing ship, mine-sweepers and
an unspecified number of guided missile
cruisers. Around 2,500 troops and up to
350 armoured vehicles had also been
involved. Shoigu had observed how
quickly logistics troops were able to
organize the loading of armored vehicles
and landing troops onto a large landing
ship and how quickly they could re-arm
a mine-sweeper and a submarine, the
ministry said. “Training on how to
destroy groups of saboteurs and how to
repel underwater attacks was carried
out,” said the ministry. “Sergei Shoigu
rated highly the logistic troops’ actions
and the fact that they were able to rapid-
ly organize the movement of significant
amounts of hardware to Crimea.”

Ahmad Al-Mahdi 

MOSCOW: Few Russians are marking yesterday’s 25th
anniversary of a coup attempt which heralded the demise of
the Soviet Union, a holiday ignored in official circles because
of its revolutionary, anti-establishment nature. On Aug 19,
1991, eight hard-line Communist leaders seized power from
Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev, declaring him ill. In fact,
Gorbachev was under arrest. Thousands of Muscovites took to
the streets to protest against the coup and the clout of the
powerful security services.

The defeat of the coup several days later set in motion the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, and is widely regarded as a tri-
umph of democracy and civil liberties in Russia. Those who
opposed the coup 25 years ago planned to gather on Friday
outside the Russian White House - a massive government
building where Boris Yeltsin, at the time the president of the
Russian constituent republic within the Soviet Union, famous-
ly climbed atop a tank to defy the coup in possibly the most
cinematic moment of the August resistance.

Earlier this week, Moscow city hall refused to give protest-
ers permission to march from the White House to the tunnel
where three protesters were killed 25 years ago, the only vic-
tims of the otherwise bloodless coup. Most of the August
1991 celebrations, lectures and exhibitions this weekend were
organized by the grass-roots movement and a foundation
established to honor the legacy of Yeltsin, who died in 2007.

Unlike the lavish state-sponsored celebrations of Victory
Day, which marks the Soviet army’s victory over Nazi Germany
in the Second World War, the government largely ignores the
day which is largely regarded as the birthday of a new Russia.
Many Russians who opposed the coup have grown disillu-
sioned with democracy, which they have come to associate
with the hardships of the initial years of the dismantling of the
Soviet state and a transition to the market economy. The
August 1991 events are rarely discussed and remembered in
the media, leaving a younger generation largely ignorant of
what happened 25 years ago.

A survey by the authoritative Levada pollster released earli-
er this month showed that only 50 percent of Russians could
identify what happened on Aug 19, 1991. At that time,
President Vladimir Putin was an ally of St. Petersburg Mayor
Anatoly Sobchak, a fierce coup opponent, but Putin’s KGB
past keeps him from honoring this landmark event, analysts
say. Both Putin and Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev were vis-
iting Crimea, which was annexed from Ukraine in 2014, and
did not come to lay the flowers at the monument of the three
killed protesters in Moscow. “Aug 19-21 could have been
become a symbol of a new Russian state,” Pavel Aptekar said
in an opinion piece in the respected Vedomosti daily on
Friday. — AP
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SEVASTOPOL: Russian President Vladimir Putin (left) speaks with Prime
Minister Dmitry Medvedev during their meeting at Belbek airport near this
Black Sea port yesterday. — AFP 


