
BETHLEHEM: Palestinian protesters clash with Israeli forces following a protest against the US’ decision to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel yesterday at the entrance of Bethlehem. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Israel is to name a planned new railway
station close to Judaism’s hallowed Western Wall in
annexed east Jerusalem after US President Donald
Trump, the transport minister has said. Trump has been
lauded by the Jewish state-and sparked international
condemnation-by breaking with years of US policy to
recognize the holy city as Israel’s capital. Minister
Israel Katz approved a plan on Tuesday to extend a
high-speed rail line under construction between Tel
Aviv and Jerusalem into the Jewish Quarter of the Old
City and build a station next to the Western Wall, a
statement said. 

The station close to the holiest site where Jews are
permitted to pray will be called “Donald John Trump”,
the minister ordered, in tribute to his “historic and
courageous decision” on Jerusalem. Trump’s contro-
versial shift on the holy city has sparked angry
protests by Palestinians and was rejected in a non-
binding UN General Assembly resolution. Israel
seized the eastern part of Jerusalem-including the
Western Wall in the Six-Day War of 1967 and later
annexed it in a move not recognized by the interna-
tional community.

Israelis see the whole city as their indivisible capital,

while the Palestinians view the east as the capital of
their future state. The Western Wall, the last remnant of
the second Jewish temple, is at the foot of the Haram
Al-Sharif compound housing the Al-Aqsa mosque and
the golden-topped
Dome of the Rock, the
third holiest site in Islam.
The new railway line is
scheduled to start link-
ing Tel Aviv and
Jerusalem in 2018, cut-
ting the journey time to
less than 30 minutes.
The ministry puts the
cost of the 56 kilometer
line, which will  also
serve the town of
Modiin and Ben Gurion
airport, at around seven
billion shekels ($2 billion, 1.7 billion euros). 

Israel ‘not real country’ 
In another development, a magazine for French six-

year-olds was being pulled from shops yesterday after

it said that Israel was “not a real country”. “Youpi, j’ai
compris!” (I’ve Understood!) which sells around
60,000 copies each month aimed at five- to eight-
year-olds, was withdrawn by publishers Bayard after

protests from Jewish
groups. The magazine’s
January issue carries a
map of the world with
the following legend:
“We call these 197 coun-
tries states, like France,
Germany or Algeria.
There are other ones but
not everyone agrees they
are real countries (for
example the State of
Israel and North
Korea).” 

Bayard said there had
been an error. “We recognize our mistake, it was not
well put, and obviously we do not want to contest the
existence of the state of Israel,” its managing director
Pascal Ruffenach said. He said they were withdrawing
the issue “voluntarily and in good faith because it is

important to contribute to the spirit of calm,” said.
Francis Kalifat, the head of the French Council of

Jewish Institutions (Crif), had earlier demanded that the
magazine be pulled. He said he had been tipped off by
readers about this “historical untruth being feed to
young children aged between five and eight. I immedi-
ately wrote to the editor and the head of Bayard to
protest about this flagrant error and to demand they
rectify it,” he said. Crif has also demanded that the
magazine run a correction in its next issue “as well as
an article explaining what Israel is and how it came into
existence.” Ruffenach, however, refused to be drawn. 

“Our December issue explained the major religions
to children. Our publications follow the learning cycle
for children of around six years of age. We will see how
we can do better next time,” he added. Israel was
founded in 1948 after a vote at the United Nations on
the partition of Palestine. But US President Donald
Trump’s controversial decision to recognize Jerusalem
as its capital has triggered Palestinian protests and was
rejected by a UN General Assembly resolution. Israelis
see the whole of the city as their undivided capital,
while the Palestinians view the east as the capital of
their future state. —Agencies
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Delhi ‘godman’ may 
have enslaved and 
trafficked women 
MUMBAI: A self-proclaimed “godman” may have traf-
ficked and enslaved dozens of women including minors at
several retreats in Delhi and across the country, officials
said Tuesday, in the latest case of an Indian spiritual leader
accused of sexual abuse. Women and young girls were
found in locked rooms at several ashrams, or spiritual com-
munities, across Delhi, said Ajay Verma, a lawyer appointed
by the Delhi High Court to prepare a preliminary report.

“Of the more than 100 women we found, we perceived
several to be minors,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “Rooms at these premises were locked from the
outside, and we had to break the locks to gain access,” he
said. Calls to the main ashram seeking comment were not
returned. Members from the state-run Child Welfare
Committee and the Delhi Commission for Women (DCW)
freed scores of minors and women last week from several
ashrams in Delhi run by Virendra Dev Dikshit, who is missing,
Verma said. Inspections of Dikshit’s other properties are
underway, he said. The case is the latest in a series involving
self-styled spiritual leaders in India who have been accused
of sexually abusing followers. Earlier this year, another self-
proclaimed godman claiming more than 1 million followers
was convicted of raping two women followers under rape
laws that were recently tightened. —Reuters
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Granny escapes 
death sentence 
SHAH ALAM: An Australian grandmother
who said she was tricked into carrying
drugs into Malaysia after falling for an
online romance scam was yesterday
cleared of trafficking, a crime punishable
by death. Maria Elvira Pinto Exposto
wept and hugged her son after being
found not guilty of smuggling crystal
methamphetamine, a rare outcome in a
country where hundreds of people have
been sentenced to death for drugs
offences in recent years. “I’m happy now
that I’m free,” said the 54-year-old, as
she was ushered out of the courtroom
after the verdict.

But prosecutors have indicated they
want to appeal the acquittal, her lawyer
said, meaning Exposto won’t be able to
go back home yet and there is still a
chance she could be sentenced to death.
She was arrested in December 2014 while
in transit at Kuala Lumpur airport with 1.1
kilos (2.4 pounds) of the drug stitched
into the compartment of a backpack she
was carrying. The mother of four argued
she did not know about the hidden stash
of “ice”. She said she had been fooled
into carrying the bag after travelling to
China to see someone she met online
called “Captain Daniel Smith”, who had

claimed to be a US serviceman.
Anyone caught with at least 50 grams

of crystal meth is considered a trafficker
in Muslim-majority Malaysia, and death
by hanging is mandatory in the case of a
conviction. However handing down his
verdict at the High Court in Shah Alam,
outside Kuala Lumpur, Judge Ghazali Cha
accepted the defence’s argument that
Exposto did not know the bag contained
drugs and acquitted her.  “I agree with
the defence lawyer that the accused did
not have knowledge about the drugs,” he
said. “I believe that at that t ime her
(Exposto) feel ings of love towards
‘Captain Daniel Smith’ overcame every-
thing, including her own husband, her
family and her future.”

Hundreds on death row
Exposto’s lawyer Muhammad Shafee

Abdullah welcomed the verdict but said
he was surprised at prosecutors’ inten-
tion to appeal as the judge had sided
firmly with the defense. Prosecutors have
14 days to lodge the challenge.  After
engaging in a long online romance,
Exposto had travelled to Shanghai to see
“Smith”. But she did not succeed in meet-
ing her supposed love interest while there
and ended up being given a bag by a
stranger, who asked her to take it to
Melbourne.  

When she arrived at Kuala Lumpur
International Airport to change flights,
she mistakenly went through immigration

as she was unfamiliar with the airport.
She voluntarily offered her bags for cus-
toms inspection and the drugs were dis-
covered. There are at least 900 people on
death row in Malaysia, officials have said,
but executions have been rare in recent
years. Malaysian lawmakers voted last
year to amend legislation so that capital
punishment is no longer mandatory in
drug-trafficking cases.  

But the changes have not yet come
into force as they must be passed by the

upper house, meaning that in the case of
a conviction in Exposto’s case, the judge
would have had to impose the death
penalty. Two Australians were hanged in
Malaysia in 1986 for heroin trafficking-
the first Westerners to be executed in the
country-in a case that strained relations.
In 2013 Dominic Bird, a former truck
driver from Perth, was acquitted of drug
trafficking charges after he was allegedly
caught with 167 grams of crystal
methamphetamine. —AFP

SHAH ALAM, Malaysia: Maria Elvira Pinto Exposto reacts after she was cleared of drug trafficking
charges at Shah Alam High Court in Shah Alam, outside Kuala Lumpur yesterday. —AFP 


