
MADRID: Spanish police said yesterday
they had seized three tons of cocaine
and arrested twelve suspected drug
smugglers from Spain, Britain and The
Netherlands in a major drugs bust in the
north of the country. The seizure in the
northwestern Galicia region was “the
biggest for this type of drug on Galician
soil since 1999”, the police said in a
statement, without revealing when the
operation took place. The cocaine was
bound for an important smuggling ring
based on the Costa del Sol in southern
Spain, the statement added. “Twelve
people were detained including those
transporting the merchandise, who
were Spanish, and the sellers and buyers
of the drugs, who were Dutch and
British respectively.”

Spain’s proximity to north Africa, a
key source of hashish, and its close ties
with former colonies in Latin America,
the world’s main cocaine-producing
region, have made it a major gateway
into Europe for drug consignments. Last
month, police said they had seized 40
pallets made out of 1.4 tons of com-
pressed cocaine made to look like wood
that arrived on a shipping container
from Colombia. And in November,

police announced they had arrested
Michael Roden, a suspected drug traf-
ficking boss who is listed among
Britain’s 10 most wanted fugitives.
Roden, also known by his nickname
“Dodge”, was wanted by British police in
connection with the importation of 70
kilos of cannabis into Britain from Spain
in 2013.

That same month, police also
detained fellow Briton Robert Dawes,
one of Europe’s most wanted drug lords,
who was arrested at his luxury villa on
the Costa del Sol after an eight-year
probe into his alleged links to the Italian
mafia and South American cartels. He
has since been extradited to France,
where he is wanted in connection with
the discovery of 1.3 tons of cocaine in a
Paris airport in 2013. Spain’s southern
Costa del Sol-once dubbed the “Costa
del Crime”-has been known as a hide-
away for British criminals in the past,
especially in the late 1970s and 80s
when there were no extradition agree-
ments with Britain. But the situation
changed in 2004 with the introduction
of European arrest warrants, making it
easier to bring British criminals home to
face justice. — AFP 
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Photo shows packs of cocaine found in a van in Northwestern
Spain. — AFP 

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s ruling ANC party
yesterday launched legal action over a white realtor’s
Facebook comments that compared black beachgo-
ers to monkeys in a growing row about post-
apartheid racism. The African National Congress,
which led the struggle against white-minority rule,
said it was pursuing a case against Penny Sparrow
and a recent spate of other allegedly racist online
postings. Sparrow’s comments sparked a storm of
protest and renewed debate about racism among
white people in the country 22 years since Nelson
Mandela came to power vowing national reconcilia-
tion.

The ANC said in a statement that it was laying
“charges of crimen injuria (intentionally impairing the
dignity of others) against a number of South Africans
who have made racist remarks on a number of social

media.” Sparrow, a real estate agent from Park Rynie
in the southern province of KwaZulu-Natal, com-
plained on Facebook about black people littering
beaches during New Year’s celebrations. “From now I
shall address the blacks of South Africa as monkeys as
I see the cute little wild monkeys do the same-pick
and drop litter,” she said in the posting on Saturday.

The ANC said it would also lodge a complaint with
the South African Human Rights Commission
(SAHRC) because such comments “belittled” and
“insulted” black South Africans. “It is troubling that
bigots who once kept their views to themselves now
seem emboldened,” party spokesman Zizi Kodwa
said. Sparrow later deleted the post and apologized,
saying she did not “mean it to be a personal insult to
anyone”. Several other white South Africans have also
been subject to fierce criticism over tweets with

allegedly racial connotations.
Prominent economic analyst Chris Hart was sus-

pended by Standard Bank for what it said were “racist
undertones” in a tweet suggesting there was a grow-
ing “hatred towards minorities”, seen as referring to
the treatment of whites. The furor has highlighted
racial divisions and sensitivities in South Africa, which
faces a dire economic outlook as growth slows
sharply and mass unemployment persists. A survey in
December by the Institute for Justice and
Reconciliation concluded that most South Africans
felt “race relations have either stayed the same or
deteriorated” since the first democratic elections in
1994. The main opposition Democratic Alliance party,
of which Sparrow is a member, stressed it abhorred
racism and laid criminal charges against her for
“dehumanizing black South Africans”. — AFP 
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PARIS: Lassana Bathily was an undocumented
migrant from Mali until he became an unlikely
hero by saving shoppers’ lives during the
jihadist attack on a Jewish supermarket in Paris
a year ago. The 25-year-old became the one
positive story to emerge from the three days of
violence in January, when jihadist attacks on
the Charlie Hebdo satirical weekly, police and
the Jewish Hyper Cacher supermarket in the
east of the capital killed a total of 17 people.
“Ah, here is my favorite Frenchman,” cried
President Francois Hollande when he received
Bathily at the Elysee Palace a fortnight after the
carnage.

Bathily, a shelf-stacker in the supermarket,
helped save shoppers from gunman Amedy
Coulibaly on that fateful day, January 9, 2015.
The narrative of a Muslim saving Jews from a
jihadist made him a positive symbol of France’s
diversity. But as he writes in his book “I’m Not a
Hero” to be published Wednesday, heroism
has been an uncomfortable mantle for Bathily.
“The next morning, I turned on Facebook and
800 people had asked to be my friend,” he said.

“In the days that followed I said ‘No, I’m not a
hero’. I did something that had to be done.” 

Bathily was just a few minutes from the
end of his shift at the supermarket, unpacking
frozen items in the basement, when he heard
a flurry of gunfire upstairs and saw around a
dozen people fleeing down the stairs.
Coulibaly, who claimed he was working in the
name of the Islamic State group, had taken
several shoppers hostage upstairs and ordered
a cashier to go round up the others. Some of
those who were huddled downstairs obeyed,
but others refused to go and Bathily urged
them to use the goods elevator to escape.

When no one wanted to take the risk, he
ushered them into the refrigerated room, flick-
ing off the light and the motor, and then made
his own escape via the elevator and a fire
escape. “My heart was beating so hard that I
was scared I’d be heard,” he said. Once outside,
he helped police sketch out the layout of the
shop and prepare their raid. A few hours later,
they stormed in and shot Coulibaly dead.

Some say Bathily’s role was exaggerated by

media and officials hungry for a good news
angle. “The media and officials wanted to paint
this pretty picture, that he helped us escape
downstairs, that he hid us, and so on. Which
wasn’t really true, but that’s not Lassana’s fault-
at that moment, we needed a hero,” one of the
former hostages later told the Liberation
newspaper. Bathily is not bothered by the
backlash. “If they now say that I didn’t do any-
thing for them, that’s their problem. I won’t
play their game,” he said.

Hero’s welcome
Several days after the violence, Bathily was

granted French citizenship by the president
himself, something he says had been a dream
since his childhood in a small village on the
Mali-Senegal border. But Bathily was passed
over for a Legion d’Honneur, France’s highest
award, according to nominations published
Friday. He returned to a hero’s welcome in Mali,
where he was offered free rooms in top hotels
and was received by President Ibrahim
Boubacar Keita.  — AFP 

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 6, 2016

PARIS: Lassana Bathily - the employee of the Hyper Cacher Jewish supermarket
in Paris who helped shoppers hide in a cold storage room from an Islamist gun-
man who attacked the store on January 9, 2015, poses with his book “Je ne suis
pas un heros” (I Am Not A Hero). — AFP 

Accidental hero: The Muslim who saved Jews in Paris attack

PARIS: Ever since a jihadist attack on a
kosher store left four people dead a year
ago, France’s Jews have grown used to sol-
diers patrolling their neighborhoods and
schools. While a comfort to some, the fact
that the large Jewish community is forced
to live under armed guard only heightens
the sense of being a target. “I don’t feel
safe here anymore. As Jews we are a pre-
ferred target, in a country which itself is a
target” of jihadists, said Noemie, 27, who
escaped the bloody hostage drama.

Paris was shaken and on edge two days
after 12 people were gunned down at the
Charlie Hebdo satirical weekly when
Noemie went to the Hyper Cacher super-
market on January 9 to buy some gro-
ceries for her grandmother. It was a day of
high drama. Said and Cherif Kouachi, the
two brothers who waged the Charlie
Hebdo attack, were under police siege in a
small town near Paris where they had tak-
en a hostage after two days on the run.
Then, in the early afternoon, a gunman
burst into the Jewish supermarket on the
eastern edge of the French capital and
opened fire.

The man was identified as Amedy
Coulibaly, who phoned a French television
station and said he was carrying out the
attack in the name of the Islamic State
extremist group. He said he had coordinat-
ed his atrocities with Cherif Kouachi, who
himself had said he was backed and
financed by al-Qaeda in Yemen. Coulibaly
threatened to kill all the hostages inside
the supermarket if police launched an
assault on the Kouachi brothers. At around

5:00 pm, French commandos launched an
assault on the building where the Kouachi
brothers were holed up, killing both sus-
pects.

Then, 15 minutes later as Coulibaly
knelt for his evening prayers on the other
side of the city, commandos launched
their assault on the Jewish supermarket,
killing the jihadist. It was later revealed
that police were able to track his actions as
he did not hang up the phone properly

after talking to reporters at the French TV
station BFMTV. Coulibaly was later found
to have killed a policewoman a day earlier
when he was involved in a car accident,
and also shot and injured a jogger.

‘Breaking point’  
A year later the Hyper Cacher has been

fully renovated, and its clients have
returned. “It took me six months to be able
to come back,” said Samuel, 24, a regular at

the kosher store. “There has been a real
breaking point. Now we know we can be
killed while doing our grocery shopping,
or walking in the street,” he said. Two days
after the attack, on January 11, leaders
from across the globe gathered in Paris to
head a march of 1.6 million people united
against terrorism. For France’s 500,000-
strong Jewish community it was a long-
awaited show of solidarity after years of
rising anti-Semitism in the country.

Just two years earlier Mohamed
Merah, a self-described Al-Qaeda sympa-
thizer, shot a rabbi, three Jewish school-
children and three French paratroopers in
the city of Toulouse. In July 2014 a pro-
Palestinian march turned violent in Paris,
with looters destroying Jewish businesses
and shouting anti-Israeli slogans.
According to French government statis-
tics, anti-Semitic acts have soared in
recent years, with the number reported
between January and May 2015 increas-
ing 84 percent compared with the same
period in 2014.   The growing insecurity
has also pushed many to make “aliyah” and
emigrate to Israel, with record departures
in 2015 of 7,900 people, according to offi-
cial figures. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu came under fire for urging
French Jews to move to the Jewish state
after the Hyper Cacher attack. “To all the
Jews of France, all the Jews of Europe, I
would like to say that... the state of Israel is
your home,” he said at the time. “All Jews
who want to immigrate to Israel will be
welcomed here warmly and with open
arms. — AFP 
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PARIS: French President Francois Hollande kisses late police
officer Ahmed Merabet’s mother during commemorations in
Paris yesterday. — AP 

BELFAST: A Nor thern I r ish
Evangelical Christian preacher
who described Islam as “satanic”
and “the spawn of the devil” dur-
ing one of his sermons was
found not guilty yesterday of
broadcasting grossly offensive
remarks.  Pastor James
McConnell, who has been sup-
ported by some leading politi-
cians in the British province, was
charged over his comments in
the 2014 sermon, which was
delivered in the independent
church he founded and streamed
live on the internet.

Judge Liam McNally said
McConnell was “entitled to criti-
cize Islam in a robust manner”,
and that his comments amount-
ed to “nothing other than a bout
of name calling”. The case comes
against the background of grow-
ing anti-Islamic sentiment from
some quarters in Europe, particu-
larly far-right parties such as
France’s National Front.

The 78-year-old pastor, who
recently retired after 60 years of
preaching, denied the charges of
improper use of a public elec-
tronic communications network
and causing a grossly offensive
message to be sent by means of
a public electronic communica-
tions network, citing freedom of
expression. The judge said he

believed the preacher did not set
out to cause offence and was
“preaching to the conver ted
rather than the worldwide inter-
net”. “The court needs to be very
careful not to criminalize speech
which, however contemptible, is
no more than offensive.  It is not
the task of the criminal law to
censor offensive utterances,” he
said.

McConnell  was init ial ly
defended by Northern Ireland
First Minister Peter Robinson and
called upon another senior min-
ister of the Democratic Unionist
Party (DUP) - which shares power
in Northern Ireland’s devolved
government - as a character wit-
ness. Mainly Catholic Irish nation-
alists and pro-British unionists,
most of them Protestants, are
obliged to rule the province
together under a 1998 peace
deal that ended three decades of
sectarian violence during which
more than 3,600 people died.
McConnell, whose 2600-capacity
Whitewell  Metropolitan
Tabernacle in Belfast is recog-
nized as a Protestant church but
also has Roman Catholic mem-
bers, said he was very pleased
with the verdict. “I am very hap-
py. I thought I was going down,”
he told Reuters after the judg-
ment. — Reuters 
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ISTANBUL: Turkish authorities said they found the
bodies of 27 migrants, at least three of them chil-
dren, at two separate locations on the Aegean coast
yesterday after a migrant boat apparently capsized
as it tried to reach the Greek island of Lesbos. The
flow of mostly Syrian refugees and migrants braving
the seas to seek sanctuary in Europe dipped towards
the end of last year coinciding with colder weather,
but the total figure still reached 1 million in 2015,
nearly five times more than in the previous year.
Seventeen of the bodies were discovered on the
shoreline in the district of Ayvalik, while ten others
were found in the district of Dikili, a gendarmerie
official in the local headquarters told Reuters.

Reuters TV footage showed a body in an orange
life jacket lying at the grey water’s edge in Ayvalik,
lapped by waves. The nationalities of those drowned
were not immediately clear. “We heard a boat sank
and hit the rocks. I surmise these people died when
they were trying to swim from the rocks. We came
here to help as citizens,” an unnamed eyewitness
said. Increased policing on Turkey’s shores and cold-
er weather conditions have not deterred refugees
and migrants from the Middle East, Asia and Africa
from embarking on the perilous journey in small,
flimsy boats. The coast guard and gendarmerie res-
cued 12 people from the sea and the rocks on the
Ayvalik coastline. A coast guard official said three
boats and a helicopter were searching for any sur-
vivors.

In a deal struck at the end of November, Turkey

promised to help stem the flow of migrants to
Europe in return for cash, visas and renewed talks on
joining the EU. Turkey is host to 2.2 million Syrians
and has spent around $8.5 billion on feeding and
housing them since the start of the civil war nearly

five years ago, but it has been criticized for lacking a
longer term integration strategy to give Syrians a
future there. Almost all of the refugees have no legal
work status and the majority of children do not go to
school —- Reuters 

IZMIR: The body of a migrant lies on the beach in Dikili, Izmir, Turkey yesterday.  — AP 
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