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MOSCOW: Russia’s FSB security service said yester-
day that it had captured a gang planning major
attacks on Moscow transport networks and shopping
centers, directed by members of the Islamic State
jihadist group from Syria. Security officers detained
members of the group outside Moscow as they plot-
ted “a series of terrorist attacks in crowded public
places including on public transport and in major
shopping centers in Moscow using suicide bombers
and powerful explosive devices,” the FSB said.

It said it had determined that the attacks were
being organized by IS warlords and emissaries who
are in Syria, which it identified as TM Nazarov and
AM Shirindzhonov.  Media outlets in Tajikistan report-
ed this month that a man named Todzhiddin
Nazarov, also known as Abu Osama Noraka, had
appeared in IS video statements from Syria posted on
pro-jihadist sites. The FSB said officers raided a
bomb-making laboratory outside Moscow and cap-
tured the group’s coordinator, an IS emissary in
Russia, as well as an explosives expert and two

potential suicide bombers, it said.  It said that four
people were captured, three from Central Asian
states and one a Russian citizen. Russia’s Rossiya 24
state television showed FSB footage of the raid on a
house in which plainclothes officers are seen pinning
two young men wearing black rucksacks to the floor
and handcuffing them. It also showed what it said
was equipment used to mix chemicals. Russia regu-
larly announces that it has foiled major terrorist
attacks, and recently has emphasized the threat from
former Soviet countries in Central Asia, where large
numbers of the Muslim-majority populations have
gone to fight alongside IS. The FSB said in July that it
had detained seven nationals from Central Asia who
were “preparing terrorist attacks” in Saint Petersburg,
where 15 were killed in a metro bombing in April.

Turkey officer killed by IS suspect
Elsewhere, Istanbul’s police chief yesterday hailed

as a hero a 24-year-old officer stabbed to death by a
suspected member of the Islamic State (IS) group,

who had been arrested for allegedly planning a sui-
cide attack. Sinan Acar was attacked with a knife by
the suspect, who has not been named, after the man
was brought by car for questioning to the headquar-
ters of Istanbul police late Sunday.

Acar later died of his wounds while the suspect-
ed IS member was shot dead on the spot by other
police officers. Speaking at a funeral ceremony for
the slain officer, police chief Mustafa Caliskan said
Acar and his colleagues had prevented a potentially
significant attack by arresting the suspect. “The man
arrested was someone who was the subject of an
international search,” said Caliskan. “We think that a
very serious attack was prevented.”

“It must be known that in this country people
like Sinan will live on,” he said at the ceremony also
attended by Istanbul governor Vasip Sahin. It was
not immediately clear how the suspect managed to
keep a knife while being taken into custody. At the
funeral, Acar’s mother, overcome by emotion, was
supported by a female police officer, an AFP corre-

spondent said. He will later be buried in his native
Bursa region.

Turkey was hit in 2016 by a succession of attacks
that left hundreds dead in the bloodiest year of ter-
ror strikes in its history. The attacks were blamed on
IS jihadists as well as the outlawed Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK) who have battled the Turkish
state in an insurgency lasting more than three
decades. Last month anti-terror officers in Istanbul
detained dozens of alleged IS members, several of
whom were said to be preparing a “sensational
attack” in Turkey, police said.

An attack by a jihadist gunman on an elite night-
club in Istanbul just 75 minutes into New Year’s Day
in 2017 left 39 people dead, mainly foreigners.
There has since been a lull in similar attacks, but
tensions and high security remain in big cities.
Turkey was in the last years criticised by NATO allies
for not doing more against the rise of IS but recent
months have seen near daily raids on the group’s
cells inside the country. — AFP 

Foiled IS-led suicide bomb attacks in Moscow: Police

NEW DELHI: All of an estimated 40,000
Rohingya Muslims living in India are ille-
gal immigrants, even those registered
with the UN refugee agency, and the gov-
ernment aims to deport them, a senior
government official told Reuters. Junior
interior minister Kiren Rijiju told parlia-
ment last week the central government
had directed state authorities to identify
and deport illegal immigrants including
Rohingya, who face persecution in
Buddhist-majority Myanmar.

The United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has
issued identity cards to about 16,500
Rohingya in India that it says help them
“prevent harassment, arbitrary arrests,
detention and deportation”. But Rijiju, a
high-profile minister in Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist gov-
ernment, said in an interview on the
weekend that the UNHCR registration
was irrelevant. “They are doing it, we can’t
stop them from registering. But we are
not signatory to the accord on refugees,”
he said. “As far as we are concerned they
are all illegal immigrants They have no
basis to live here. Anybody who is illegal

migrant will be deported.”
The UNHCR’s India office said yester-

day the principle of non-refoulement - or
not sending back refugees to a place
where they face danger - was considered
part of customary international law and
binding on all states whether they have
signed the Refugee Convention or not.
The office said it had not received any
official word about a plan to deport
Rohingya refugees, and had not got any
reports deportations were taking place.

The treatment of the roughly one mil-
lion Rohingya in Myanmar has emerged
as its most contentious human rights
issue as it makes a transition from
decades of harsh military rule. The
Rohingya are denied citizenship in
Myanmar and classified as illegal immi-
grants, despite claiming roots there that
go back centuries, with communities
marginalized and occasionally subjected
to communal violence.

Hundreds of thousands of Rohingya
have fled from Myanmar, with many tak-
ing refuge in Bangladesh, and some then
crossing a porous border into Hindu-
majority India. — Reuters

India to deport Rohingya 
despite UN registration

PARIS: Emmanuel Macron, the 39-year-old for-
mer investment banker who was catapulted to
the French presidency in May, faces widespread
disillusionment as he prepares to mark his first
100 days in office. The man shown walking on
water on the cover of The Economist magazine
after his startling rise has seen his approval rat-
ings nosedive, with only 36 percent of respon-
dents giving him the thumbs up in one recent
poll. The French are “falling out of love” with

Macron, the right-leaning daily Le Figaro head-
lined Sunday.

No French president has seen such a steep
drop in popularity so early in his rule since
Jacques Chirac in 1995. Macron, who shot to
power on May 7 promising to overcome France’s
entrenched right-left divide, has since come
under fire for his labor reform program, budget
and public spending cuts as well as a plan to cre-
ate an official First Lady position for his 64-year-
old wife Brigitte.

France’s youngest ever president is especially
out of favor with civil servants after vowing to
put a brake on their salary increases. Macron
“must come down to earth and assume the

political cost of his decisions,” leading pollster
Jerome Fourquet told AFP. Proposed defense
cuts — part of a plan to trim 4.5 billion euros
($5.3 billion) to bring France’s budget deficit
within EU limits — led to a public row last
month with the head of the French armed
forces, General Pierre de Villiers.

‘Honeymoon is over’ 
Macron rebuked him for questioning the wis-

dom of cuts at a time the army was in action in
the Middle East and west Africa as well as at
home. De Villiers resigned a few days later. “The
honeymoon is over between Emmanuel Macron
and the French,” wrote editorialist Laurent Bodin
in the wake of the spat. The stars aligned for
Macron to sweep to power on a promise of
change less than a year after he quit the deeply
unpopular Socialist government of Francois
Hollande, dogged by a sluggish economy and
stubborn unemployment.

On the right, a fake jobs scandal torpedoed
the presidential hopes of early conservative
front-runner Francois Fillon, leaving the centrist
Macron to square off against far-right leader

Marine Le Pen. His victory over the populist Le
Pen was deceptive, as it came with a record low
turnout and followed a first round in which only
one in four voters picked Macron. In June,
Macron’s Republic on the Move party and its
centrist ally MoDem won a comfortable majority
in parliament — but after garnering less than
half the vote, also on a historically low turnout. 

Holding his own 
Macron has fared better on the diplomacy

front, proving himself a match for US President
Donald Trump in the handshake department
and holding his own with Russia’s Vladimir Putin.
And amid anguish over Brexit, Macron’s commit-
ted pro-EU stance has roused hopes of a revival
of the Franco-German axis that forged European
integration and created the world’s biggest
trade bloc.

Macron has fulfilled a key campaign promise,
winning passage of legislation to clean up poli-
tics following a series of scandals, and tough
new anti-terror measures are in the pipeline. But
prominent right-wing politician Eric Woerth
scoffed that “nothing difficult has been done
yet”. Government spokesman Christophe
Castaner has sought to deflect criticism of his
boss ahead of Tuesday, which will mark 100 days
since the election.

The president has “laid the foundation of a
deep transformation of our country,” Castaner
said in a Facebook post on Sunday. The young
president will come back from summer holidays
to face protests against his labor reforms, with
unions calling for strikes and marches while the
radical left France Unbowed party plans a “peo-
ple’s rally”. Parliament this month adopted a bill
allowing the government to fast-track changes
to the labor code to give employers more power
to negotiate directly with their employees.

One bright spot for Macron is the over-
whelming popularity enjoyed by his wife
Brigitte, who has taken to her role with aplomb,
shrugging off chatter about the 25-year age gap
with her husband. Always poised and smiling,
often sporting above-the-knee Louis Vuitton
dresses, the svelte blonde who was once
Macron’s drama coach will “play a very active
role alongside her husband, who will benefit
from her incredible popularity,” wrote the Paris
daily Le Parisien. 

Women have been lining up outside stores of
Swedish clothing giant H&M in the French capi-
tal to buy T-shirts emblazoned with her name, it
reported. — AFP 

French ‘falling out of love’ 
with Macron after 100 days
No president has seen such a steep drop in popularity

LISBON: Almost all of the 2,000 Portuguese
firefighters at a weeklong wildfire that
killed 64 people this summer had some-
thing in common apart from the acute dan-
ger they faced: they were doing it for no
pay and with equipment bought with pub-
lic donations. More than 90 percent of
Portugal’s around 30,000 firefighters are
volunteers. From lawyers to construction
workers, they take time off work to risk
their lives. What’s more, the volunteer fire
departments where they work rely on
donations and income from working at pri-
vate events to pay for their equipment.

When they are deployed to a wildfire
outside their area of residence during the
summer fire season, the government pays
these intrepid men and women 1.87 euros
($2) an hour. And the volunteer firefighters
usually hand over that meager stipend to
their financially stretched fire departments.
Hugo Simoes, a 33-year-old Lisbon
bombeiro (firefighter) who was deployed in
June to the country’s deadliest wildfire on
record, says a sense of duty and brother-
hood drives the volunteers.  “We do it out
of community spirit,” he says.

Volunteers are not uncommon in fire
brigades in Europe and further afield - more
than 97 percent of German firefighters are
volunteers; in the US that figure is around
70 percent. But in Portugal these unfunded
services are the front line in emergencies,
providing the backbone of the Civil
Protection Agency’s resources. There are
just seven professional fire departments in
the country. Simoes works for Portugal’s
oldest fire department, the Bombeiros
Voluntarios de Lisboa, created in 1868 by
royal decree. For him, the volunteer spirit
shown by generations of firefighters is
unremarkable. It’s a cultural tradition.

Massive blaze 
“Here in Portugal it’s been like this for a

long time,” he shrugs. “We like what we do.
On hot days when we could go to the
beach, we come here to the fire depart-
ment instead, to help out.” Simoes nowa-
days works full-time as an administrative
clerk at the fire department, earning
around 600 euros a month. When the
alarms rang in June to go and help at a
massive blaze in woodland around
Pedrogao Grande, about 150 kilometers

north of Lisbon, Simoes set off with four
vehicles and their crews. “Some walked out
of work and risked being marked as
absent,” Simoes says. Across the country,
other volunteer firefighters did the same.
Scorching weather, as well as strong winds
and woodland that was bone dry after
months with little rain, fueled the Pedrogao
Grande blaze, just as it has other forest fires
this summer. The fire spread so quickly that
47 people died on a road as they fled the
advancing flames in their cars. “The stress,
the adrenaline, the heat - they demand a
huge effort,” Simoes said. “At times it can
get a bit hairy, but our training kicks in.”

Similar scenes play out each summer in
Portugal: giant flames dwarf the firefighters,
huge clouds of smoke stretch to the horizon,
locals help out with buckets and garden
hoses and swat at the flames with broken-off
tree branches. Wildfires race through euca-
lyptus and pine forests that are uncleared
and tightly packed. This year has been partic-
ularly bad, due to a severe drought gripping
80 percent of the country. Wildfires in
Portugal accounted for more than one-third
of the burnt forest in the entire 28-nation
European Union up to Aug 5.

Last week, Simoes and his team were dis-
patched to a major forest fire in Abrantes,
not far from Pedrogao Grande. Firefighters
brought the blaze under control within 48
hours. The volunteer firefighters are com-
monly depicted as heroes in Portugal. A
recent fund-raising campaign described
them as “heroes without capes.” Calls for food
and water to help the firefighters inevitably
bring a nationwide deluge of donations.

About 80 people are on call at the
Bombeiros Voluntarios de Lisboa. They
receive more than 300 hours of training,
which is also done outside their day job.
Simoes says the department has always
had enough staff, though it is stretched
in emergencies. It scrapes by financially.
Fire suits cost almost 2,000 euros each.
The recent purchase of 100 new helmets
cost 28,000 euros. Portugal’s volunteer
f i re  depar tments  of ten use vehicles
bought second-hand. In Lisbon, that
includes a  f i re  truck purchased in
Luxembourg. A new one costs more than
250,000 euros - way beyond their budget.
Their dream, they confide, is to own a big
American fire truck. — AP 

CARTAGENA: Vice President Mike Pence is
demonstrating the delicate balancing act that
has thus far defined his term, walking a line dur-
ing a trip to Latin America between the region’s
opposition to possible US military intervention
in Venezuela, and President Donald Trump’s sur-
prising refusal to rule out that option.

Speaking during a joint news conference
with Colombian president Juan Manuel Santos
shortly after his arrival Sunday, Pence also
declined to rule out possible military action
against Venezuelan President Nicol·s Maduro,
whose efforts to consolidate power in the coun-
try have drawn alarm. Still, Pence stressed the US
would much prefer what he called a “peaceable”
solution to the growing political and humanitari-
an crisis. “President Trump is a leader who says
what he means and means what he says,” Pence
said. “But the president sent me here to continue
to marshal the unprecedented support of coun-
tries across Latin America to achieve by peace-
able means the restoration of democracy in
Venezuela, and we believe it is achievable by
those means.”

Venezuela crisis
Trump’s startling comments Friday sparked

backlash across the region, including from
Venezuela’s chief opposition coalition and the
Colombian government. Standing at Pence’s
side in Cartagena after the two met, Santos said
he had repeatedly told Pence in no uncertain
terms that the US must not even consider mili-
tary action in response to Venezuela’s crisis.

The two countries are important allies, Santos
said. “But since friends have to tell each other the
truth, I have told Vice President Pence that the
possibility of a military intervention shouldn’t
even be considered, neither in Colombia nor in
Latin America,” Santos said through a translator.
“America is a continent of peace. It is the land of
peace. Let us preserve it as such.”

Analysists said Trump’s comments played into
Maduro’s hands by awakening dark memories of
US intervention in the region and making it
harder for other Latin American countries to join
the anti-Maduro coalition. “The phantom of mili-
tary interventions in Latin America disappeared
a long time ago, and we don’t want it to return,”
Santos said. Pence emphasized the US will work

together with many nations in Venezuela’s
“neighborhood” to pressure Maduro so that
democracy can be restored. “We simply will not
accept the emergence of a dictatorship in our
hemisphere,” he said, continuing the tough talk
that has been Trump’s approach to Maduro. “The
United States will not stand by as Venezuela
crumbles,” he said.

Pence also addressed the deadly violence
that broke out Saturday during a march by
white supremacists in Charlottesville, Virginia,
using words the president would not. “We have
no tolerance for hate and violence, white
supremacists or neo-Nazis or the KKK,” Pence
said. “These dangerous fringe groups have no
place in American public l i fe and in the
American debate, and we condemn them in the
strongest possible terms.”

Trump has been criticized by both Democrats
and Republicans for not singling out those
groups directly in a lengthy Saturday statement
and instead blaming “many sides” for the vio-
lence. Pence also addressed a spike in coca pro-
duction in Colombia, saying the worsening crisis

required “swift action to protect the people of
both our countries.” A July report from the
United Nations showed that coca production in
Colombia had reached levels not seen in two
decades, complicating Colombia’s efforts to
make its vast, lawless countryside more secure.

Anti-narcotics policies
Venezuelan Vice President Tareck El Aissami

lashed out at Pence, rejecting what he called
“interventionist” comments intended to hide
the failure of US anti-narcotics policies in
Colombia. He dismissed Pence’s meeting with
Santos as “an encounter between the world’s
largest producer of drugs and the nation with
the most consumers.”

El Aissami was sanctioned by the Trump
administration in February for allegedly running
a drug trafficking network of corrupt officials in
Venezuela. Pence and his wife, Karen, arrived
Sunday in Colombia for a six-day, four-country
trip through the region. Pence has other stops
scheduled in Argentina, Chile and Panama, giv-
ing speeches and meeting with leaders. —AP

Superheroes: Portugal’s 
firefighters work for free

A firefighter controls a wild fire approaching the village of Pucarica, near Abrantes,
central Portugal. — AP 

This file photo taken on May 19, 2017 shows French President Emmanuel Macron (C) and
Defence minister Sylvie Goulard (2-L) visiting the troops of France’s Barkhane counter-terror-
ism operation in Africa’s Sahel region.— AFP 

pence threads needle on Venezuela

SAN ANTONIO DEL TACHIRA: In this July 17, 2016 file photo, a woman carrying a bundle on her
head waits in line to cross the border into Colombia through the Simon Bolivar International
Bridge. —AP 


