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LONDON: The official in charge of maintaining
Buckingham Palace, Queen Elizabeth II’s London
residence, was yesterday jailed for five years for
accepting more than £100,000 ($130,000, 116,000
Euros) to award valuable contracts.

As deputy property manager for the Royal
Household, Ronald Harper, was also responsible
for maintaining St James’s Palace, Clarence House
and Windsor Castle until he was suspended in
2012.

Judge Nicholas Loraine-Smith at London’s
Southwark Crown Court sentenced the 64-yeard-
old to three-year and two-year jail terms for two

counts of conspiracy to make corrupt payments, a
total of five years. “During his employment, Harper
personally received more than £100,000 in covert
payments from companies which were awarded
lucrative and prestigious contracts for mechanical
and electrical work in Buckingham Palace, the
Queen’s Gallery, St James’s Palace and Kensington
Palace,” said a statement from the Crown
Prosecution Service (CPS), the state prosecutor.

Judge Loraine-Smith said that Harper had
appeared a “hard-working, apparently loyal team
player, admired and trusted by colleagues”, but
that was hiding a “dishonest and greedy” side.

“Nobody could have guessed that a trusted insider
such as yourself could think of going to the
lengths that you did to corrupt the system for per-
sonal gain,” he said. “Your betrayal of your col-
leagues’ trust and your lack of remorse at what you
did are both remarkable.”

Harper received corrupt payments from the for-
mer owners of electrical  f irm Melton Power
Ser vices (MPS) and maintenance group BSI
Nordale. The court was told the payments were
made to secure or retain lucrative contracts with
the Royal Household.

Former MPS director Steven Thompson, 62, was

earlier jailed for 18 months while BSI Nordale
director Christopher Murphy, 56, received an 18-
month sentence. 

Buckingham Palace said it had worked closely
with police “from the moment allegations against
Ron Harper came to light. “While this was an isolat-
ed case, it has reinforced the Royal Household’s
broader commitment and determination to main-
tain good governance and prevent corruption,” it
added.

Five other people also received non-custodial
sentences after being found guilty in June and
August of being part of the conspiracy.—AFP

Buckingham Palace maintenance boss jailed over bribes

LONDON: The call to British military secu-
rity forces came early in the morning,
shortly after 1 a.m., and could not be
ignored. The informant’s message was
alarming: Assassins planned to kill the
commander of British forces in Palestine
the following morning; evasive action was
needed. The source didn’t know the
details of the plan, but warned that Gen.
Evelyn Barker would be attacked on the
brief journey between his home in
Jerusalem and his office at British head-
quarters. The assailants were militant Jews
from the Stern Gang, determined to drive
the British from the land in their bid for
Jewish sovereignty.

Before dawn broke on Nov. 14, 1946,
according to secret documents declassi-
fied yesterday by the National Archives,
Barker’s security team was notified of the
imminent threat. He changed his route,
other special precautions were put in
place, and he arrived without incident.

Barker was particularly controversial
because of his incendiary comments after
militants bombed Jerusalem’s King David
Hotel, used by the British as a political and
military base, in July 1946, when Britain

was still the administrative power in
Palestine under an arrangement worked
out in 1920, but was increasingly unable
to control events as Jews and Arabs
sought control.

Death toll
The King David Hotel blast killed more

than 90 people and infuriated Barker,
whose offices were in the hotel. He react-
ed by banning British troops from having
any social or business dealings with Jews,
saying that they would be punished “in a
way the race dislikes as much as any, by
striking at their pockets and showing our
contempt for them.” The plot against
Barker is only one of hundreds of plans
described in the newly public files that
detail how British officials were tormented
by the militants.  The official British atti-
tude toward the Jewish underground is
summed up on the file’s title page: “Jewish
Terrorist Activities in the Middle East.”
British influence was waning and the mili-
tants sensed a lack of resolve that could be
exploited, said Saul Zadka, author of
“Blood in Zion: How the Jewish Guerrillas
drove the British Out of Palestine.” — AP

NIEUWEGEIN, NETHERLANDS: Dutch-led crimi-
nal investigators said yesterday they have solid
evidence that a Malaysian jet was shot down in
2014 by a Buk missile that was moved into east-
ern Ukraine from Russia.

Wilbert Paulissen, head of the Central Crime
Investigation department of the Dutch National
Police, said communications intercepts showed
that pro-Moscow rebels had called for deploy-
ment of the mobile surface-to-air weapon and
reported its arrival on July 17, 2014, in rebel-con-
trolled areas of eastern Ukraine.

The deadly surface-to-air weapon that blast-
ed Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 out of the sky at
33,000 feet, killing all 298 people aboard, was
launched that day from farmland in the rebel-
held area of Pervomaiskiy, 5 kilometers (3 miles)
from the eastern Ukrainian town of Snizhne, the
investigation found.

Witnesses there reported an explosion and a
whistling sound and a patch of field was set on
fire. From that and other evidence collected by
the Joint Investigation Team, “it may be conclud-
ed MH17 was shot down by a 9M38 missile
launched by a Buk, brought in from the territory

of the Russian Federation, and that after launch
was subsequently returned to the Russian
Federation,” Paulissen told a news conference
yesterday in the Dutch town of Nieuwegein.

Conclusions
The conclusions of the investigative unit -

which includes police and prosecutors from the
Netherlands, Ukraine, Belgium, Australia and
Malaysia - were consistent with previous report-
ing by The Associated Press, which established
soon after MH17’s destruction that a tracked Buk
M-1 launcher with four SA-11 surface-to -air mis-
siles had been sighted the same day in the rebel-
controlled town of Snizhne near Pervomaiskiy.

A separate investigation by Dutch safety offi-
cials last year concluded that the Amsterdam-to-
Kuala Lumpur flight was downed by a Buk mis-
sile fired from territory in Ukraine held by pro-
Russian rebels. Dutch police spokesman Thomas
Aling said the joint investigation findings differ
in that they are designed to be solid enough to
be used as evidence in a criminal trial. Where
and when a trial might take place is still to be
determined, Aling said.

Russia has consistently denied allegations
that pro-Moscow rebels in eastern Ukraine were
responsible for downing the passenger plane.
On Monday, the Russian military said it has new
radio-location data that showed the missile that
downed the Boeing 777 did not originate from
rebel-controlled territory, and said it would turn
that data over to investigators.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov reiterated
that assertion on Wednesday ahead of the Dutch
report. “If there was a rocket, it could only have
been launched from a different area,” he told
reporters, referring to Russian radar data. “You
can’t argue with it, it can’t be discussed.”

Ukrainian officials countered that the Dutch-
led team’s findings prove Russia’s complicity in
the tragedy. “A new and very important element
in today’s report is the information about the
route by which the weapon came from Russia to
Ukraine and was removed in the opposite direc-
tion through part of the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der that was controlled only by Russia and their
militants,” Ukraine’s Foreign Ministry said in a
statement. “This again points to the direct
involvement of the aggressor state in the down-
ing of the aircraft.”

In the Joint Investigation Team, police and
judicial officials have been working together to
gather the best possible evidence for use in
prosecution of the perpetrators.

They have faced extraordinary challenges.
The crime scene in Ukraine’s eastern Donetsk
oblast region where the plane was brought
down on July 17, 2014, killing all aboard, was
located in an active war zone. During the days
following the downing, pro-Kremlin militants
limited access to the crash site.

Eleven containers crammed with debris from
the jetliner were ultimately brought to the
Netherlands. A research team took soil samples
in eastern Ukraine and established the location
of cellphone towers and the layout of the local
telephone network to verify intercepted phone
calls from the militants. Forensic samples were
taken from passengers’ and crew members’ bod-
ies and luggage, and satellite data and commu-
nications intercepts were scrutinized. The team
also appealed for information from witnesses
who may have seen the missile launch.

About two-thirds of the passengers aboard
MH17 were Dutch nationals; the crew members
were Malaysians. Malaysia proposed setting up
an international tribunal to try those responsible
for the plane’s destruction, but Russia vetoed a
U.N.  Security Council resolution in favor of a tri-
bunal.—AP
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Solid evidence

GILZE-RIJEN, CENTRAL NETHERLANDS: In this Tuesday, Oct. 13, 2015 file photo, journalists
take images of part of the reconstructed forward section of the fuselage after the presenta-
tion of the Dutch Safety Board’s final report into what caused Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 to
break up high over Eastern Ukraine last year, killing all 298 people on board, during a press
conference.—AP

CALAIS, FRANCE: In this Thursday, March 3, 2016 file photo, unidentified migrants
leave the makeshift camp near.—AP

CHAMPTERCIER, FRANCE: Residents of
Champtercier fear their hamlet in the
foothills of the Alps is about to become a
new flashpoint for Europe’s migrant crisis:
Its population of 800 is slated to grow
sharply when it takes in 100 migrants from
an overflowing camp in Calais next month.

Hundreds of suspicious residents are
petitioning to keep the newcomers out and
a minor presidential candidate has taken
up their cause. Similar resistance has sur-
faced in other towns as the government
prepares to shut the Calais camp and send
as many as 9,000 migrants to 164 sites
around France where they can apply for
asylum and get reliable shelter, food and
medical care.

The mayor, who agreed to accommo-
date the migrants in a shuttered vacation
resort on the edge of Champtercier, is dis-
traught at what she sees as an irrational,
overblown reaction. “It ’s a question of
humanity, a question of solidarity toward
Calais, toward those people who are vic-
tims. They are victims first of war, of traffick-
ing, of all they had to live through” in Calais,
Mayor Regine Ailhaud-Blanc told The
Associated Press. She initially offered to
take in two or three refugee families, and
was taken aback when the regional admin-
istration announced that it would instead
be 100 single young men from Sudan and
Eritrea.

Jungle camp 
But the mayor remains committed to

the idea of helping those in the so-called
jungle camp in Calais, a filthy slum home to
a growing population of migrants from the
Mideast and Africa trying to cross the
English Channel and reach Britain. The
camp has become a symbol of Europe’s
botched response to the migrant crisis, and
a disgrace for the government of France.

So the government is sending the
migrants to places like Champtercier, nearly
1,000 kilometers (600 miles) away. Those
who come here will not be in the center of
town but in a cluster of small buildings and
bungalows unused since 2010.

Panicked about the arriving migrants,
Champtercier ’s residents created a
Facebook page and online petition to ask
the mayor to reject the migrants, due to
arrive Oct. 15. The vacation center’s man-
agement company, Villages Club du Soleil,
will receive 18 Euros a day to care for each
migrant, according to the regional adminis-
tration. The migrants will also have 7 euros
a day in pocket money.

The town hall and regional administra-

tion held a meeting Monday to address the
concerns. Instead of calming tensions, the
meeting turned into a forum for expressing
fear and hatred of migrants. Anti-Muslim
sentiment was pervasive, even though
roughly half of Eritreans are Christian. Many
complained that taxpayer money would go
to foreigners instead of needy French peo-
ple. Security is a prominent, but vague, fear.
“I’m afraid. If I take the children to school, I
take my daughter alone to school, if my
husband is not there what is going to hap-
pen? If some of them are sitting there, if we
refuse to give them cigarettes or stuff like
this, this may cause problems,” said Caroline
Sorriaux.

Another concern is the relatively large
number of migrants. “I think, as human
beings, we have the same values. I am very
open to hosting strangers. My concern is
the number - around 100 people - and how
it will take place,” said craftsman Bernard
Perez. Others were less accommodating.
“We know very well that gathering people
like this, you create problems,” said teacher
Nathalie Davin-Baro. “You think the blue
sky and lavender will change their behav-
ior?” The regional administration, or prefec-
ture, said authorities chose to put 100 peo-
ple in one spot because it is cheaper. In
addition to food and shelter, migrants will
have access to French classes and medical
care, and a free shuttle to travel 10 kilome-
ters (six miles) to the nearest administrative
center to pursue the lengthy process of
asylum applications.

President Francois Hollande says
migrants will stay in the reception centers
for up to about four months while authori-
ties study their cases. As in the US elec-
tions, immigration is emerging as a key
campaign issue for France’s presidential
race. France has seen rising support for the
nationalist views of far right candidate
Marine Le Pen of the National Front, which
is resisting the plan to spread Calais’
migrants around France.

Former President Nicolas Sarkozy, also a
candidate, increasingly espouses similar
views. A minor conservative candidate,
Nicolas Dupont-Aignan, took up the cause
of the suspicious Champtercier residents,
visiting and posting an online video urging
them to “resist.” Despite resistance, the
mayor wants to stay optimistic. “These fears
are completely irrational. It’s the fear of the
stranger, fear of what we don’t know,” she
said. “That’s why I invite people to come
and meet them, talk with them and maybe
know more about their stories. To under-
stand.” — AP
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PARIS: French President Francois Hollande
defended his government’s 2017 budget targets
yesterday, seven months ahead of the next elec-
tion, in the face of skepticism from experts.

Hollande said the Socialist government’s aim
to cut the deficit to 2.7 percent of GDP for 2017,
the lowest in a decade and under the European
Union’s limit of 3.0 percent, was “credible and
serious”. France has repeatedly broken the EU’s
fiscal rules and a top independent watchdog has
said it doubts Paris will reach its target next year
either.

But Hollande insisted his government had
made consistent progress towards hitting its
deficit goal. “A forecast can always be discussed,
but until now, and for the last four budgets, we
have kept to the commitments we have made,”
Hollande told a cabinet meeting hours before
the draft budget was unveiled, according to the
government’s spokesman. “So we will continue
to defend both the perspectives for growth and
the target we have set, which is credible and
serious,” Hollande added.

An independent watchdog, the High Council

of Public Finances (HCFP), said this week it
doubted that France could hit the 2.7 percent
deficit target, which would be France’s lowest in
a decade. Finance Minister Michel Sapin howev-
er joined Hollande in dismissing that suggestion,
saying: “We will keep this commitment.”

Hollande has yet to decide whether to seek
re-election, but if he does, his economic record
will be key. The draft budget also maintained an
ambitious growth forecast of 1.5 percent for
2017. Growth of that size is instrumental for the
government’s tax and spending plans as well as
to meet the public deficit commitment.

‘Irresponsible’ right-wing pledges   
But the OECD and the IMF have both down-

graded their growth forecasts for France to 1.3
percent and 1.2 percent, respectively. Sapin
offered modest tax cuts targeting the middle
class and small and medium-sized companies,
but blasted as “irresponsible” right-wing candi-
dates for the presidency who have promised
bigger tax giveaways.

“The candidates for the presidential election,

or the (right-wing) primary before that, who
promise immediate tax cuts and say the control
of public expenditure can be postponed until
tomorrow, are irresponsible,” Sapin said. France
will spend 381.7 billion euros ($428.8 billion)
next year, a rise of 7.4 billion on this year.

The government said it will make savings in
the social security budget and will claw back
more money than expected from tax dodgers.
Hollande, who is deeply unpopular in opinion
polls, has said he will decide by the end of the
year whether to stand for re-election.

He has made reducing unemployment one of
the key conditions for seeking a second term,
but his hopes suffered a blow when figures
released this week showed a sharp rise in job-
lessness in August. The number of unemployed
in mainland France grew by over 50,000, or 1.4
percent, to 3.56 million, according to the labor
ministry. Former president Nicolas Sarkozy and a
former prime minister, Alain Juppe, are the
favorites in November’s two-round primary
which will decide the centre-right candidate for
the presidency. —AFP
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PARIS: France’s President Francois Hollande (R) speaks next to French former Justice Minister Christiane Taubira (L) during a ceremony for the
rehabilitation of late and former strikers of the general coal miners’ strike in 1948 at the Elysee Palace yesterday.—AFP
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