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LONDON: A five-month legal battle over the
fate of a terminally-ill British baby that drew
the attention of Pope Francis and US
President Donald Trump has also stoked an
often angry debate about medical ethics
and the courts. Charlie Gard’s parents waged
a high-profile campaign with the help of
social media and Britain’s tabloids for him to
receive experimental treatment in the
United States, striking a chord worldwide.

They are now spending the last few days
with their 11-month-old son before life sup-
port is withdrawn at a hospital in London
after acknowledging in court on Monday
that therapy could no longer help him. “No-
one wanted this outcome. No-one believes
this outcome was in Charlie’s best interests,”
said Julian Savulescu, director of the Uehiro
Centre for Practical Ethics at the University
of Oxford. “There has got to be a better way.”

Charlie was born on August 4 last year

with a rare form of mitochondrial disease
that causes progressive muscle weakness in
the heart and other key organs and is only
able to survive with life support. His parents
raised money to take their baby to the
United States through crowdfunding but
were prevented from doing so by the hospi-
tal and first went to court in March to try
and overturn that decision. Their appeals
went all the way to the Supreme Court but
were turned down at all stages of the judi-
cial process and judges at the European
Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg
refused to intervene.

Who should decide? 
Charlie was due to be taken off life support

before the Vatican intervened on July 2 with a
statement in which Pope Francis expressed
his support for the parents and said he hoped
doctors would allow them to “care for their

child until the end”. Trump offered his support
the following day, saying in a tweet that he
would be “delighted” to help.

A Vatican-run hospital in Rome and a US
hospital then offered to treat Charlie and
London’s Great Ormond Street Hospital
went to court to seek a ruling on whether to
allow him to undergo experimental therapy.
There have also been small protests by sup-
porters of Charlie’s parents-a group calling
itself “Charlie’s Army”-outside Buckingham
Palace and Downing Street calling for the
hospital to listen to the parents. Savulescu
said social media had given greater power
to parents to make their case heard.

“The question of who should decide is
legitimate. Some people have wrongly con-
cluded that these decisions should only be
up to parents. “But at the same time it is
right that doctors, scientific experts and the
courts should not be considered almighty,

beyond question or account.” He said doc-
tors should only activate legal mechanisms
if “there is disagreement between the par-
ents, or they are going to an unsafe place or
they are very confident the parents’ choice is
unreasonable”. “The problem is not who has
the power, it is how it is used and the need
for robust, and humble, ethical deliberation,”
he added. 

Charlie’s case is far from the only medical
ethics case to end up in court in Britain and
elsewhere. In France, the case of a man who
was left severely brain damaged and quadri-
plegic as a result of a 2008 road accident has
been in the courts since 2014. Family mem-
bers of Vincent Lambert are divided on
whether to withdraw life support.

Role for mediation 
Dominic Wilkinson, a consultant neonatol-

ogist and professor of medical ethics at

Oxford University said court reviews in cases
like Charlie Gard’s was “not ideal”. “It is adver-
sarial, costly and lengthy,” he said. “We need to
find better ways to avoid cases of disagree-
ment from coming to court. There is an impor-
tant role for mediation to help parents and
doctors where they have reached an impasse.”

But Ian Kennedy, emeritus professor at
University College London said the courts
must be respected. “Parents cannot always
be the ultimate arbiters of their children’s
interests,” he wrote in The Guardian. “We are
not in the realm of there being a right
answer. We are in the realm of judgment,
reasoned judgment, and we look to the
courts to provide this.” Kennedy warned that
campaigns against the courts were “increas-
ingly a feature of modern discourse”. “It is
one thing to comment on or criticize a par-
ticular decision. It is a very different thing to
attack the institution of the courts.” — AFP  
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PARIS: The two main rivals in conflict-ridden Libya
are committed to a ceasefire and holding elections
“as soon as possible”, according to a draft state-
ment released ahead of French-brokered talks yes-
terday. The communique says Libya’s UN-backed
Prime Minister Fayez Al-Sarraj and Khalifa Haftar,
the military commander who controls the remote
east of the vast country, accept that only a political
solution can end the crisis.

Diplomatic sources said the two sides had
agreed on a joint statement but that the text being
circulated was not the final version. The 10-point
version seen by AFP says the ceasefire would not
apply to counter-terrorism efforts. It also says the
two sides are committed to developing the rule of
law. French President Emmanuel Macron, who has
made Libya one of his foreign policy priorities, has
organized the meeting and while officials admit
they have modest expectations, they say it sends a
“strong signal”.

French officials are aiming to persuade the two
sides to agree on a roadmap to end a conflict that
has plunged the oil-rich country into chaos since the
2011 uprising that toppled longtime dictator
Moamer Kadhafi. The newly appointed UN envoy for

Libya, Ghassam Salame, was to chair the talks, but
Macron was to make a statement at the end. It is the
second time that Sarraj and Haftar have met in the
space of three months after they held talks in Abu
Dhabi in May. That meeting made little progress.

Battle for control 
Dozens of armed groups have vied for control in

Libya in the power vacuum created by Kadhafi’s
fall. Sarraj’s Government of National Accord (GNA)
has sought to unify powerful factions, but despite
support from the United Nations has struggled to
assert its authority since it began work in Tripoli in
March 2016. A rival administration based in Libya’s
remote east-with which Haftar is allied-refuses to
recognise Sarraj’s government.

Jihadist groups have profited from the turmoil,
seizing the Mediterranean coastal city of Benghazi
three years ago, although Haftar’s forces drove the
extremists out earlier this month. Another diplo-
matic source involved in the talks said there was
skepticism about whether the military strongman
was prepared to share power.

“We have to hope that when he signs some-
thing, he will keep his word,” the source said, speak-

ing on condition of anonymity. Human Rights
Watch said it was watching the talks closely after a
video appeared on social media this week showing
the execution of 20 blindfolded people in orange
jumpsuits, reportedly by members of the self-styled
Libyan National Army (LNA) commanded by Haftar.

Eric Goldstein, Middle East and North Africa
deputy director for Human Rights Watch said, if
confirmed, the executions were “yet another mani-
festation of how (the LNA’s members) are taking
the law into their own hands in the absence of
accountability and rule of law”. The rights group
called for those accused to be removed from active
duty and held accountable if found guilty. 

Human traffickers have exploited the chaos in
Libya to boost their lucrative but deadly trade, and
the country has this year become the main spring-
board for migrants seeking to reach Europe in
often flimsy and overloaded boats. Since January,
more than 100,000 migrants have made the per-
ilous voyage from Libya, with 85,000 arriving on
the shores of Italy, according to the International
Organization for Migration. About 2,360 people
have drowned this year attempting to make the
journey, the IOM says. — AFP

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron (R) and Libyan Prime Minister Fayez Al-Sarraj (L) attend a meeting for talks aimed at easing tensions. — AFP
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Only a political solution can end the crisis

BEIRUT: Syrian rebels and activists are warning
that an Al-Qaeda-linked jihadi group is on the
verge of snuffing out what remains of the country’s
uprising in northwestern Syria, after the extremists
seized control of the opposition-held regional capi-
tal, Idlib, last weekend. With the jihadis cementing
their authority over the city and its province, also
called Idlib, Syrian President Bashar Assad has been
supplied with a useful pretext for a long-expected
assault against the rebellious province: that the
uprising against him is largely driven by Islamists
and terrorists.

“There is the real possibility that because of the
Nusra Front’s domination, the regime will enter the
area with international approval,” said Lt Col Fares
Bayoush, a longtime opponent of Assad, who has
been leading a rebel faction in north Syria. The
Nusra Front is one of the many names for the al-
Qaida-affiliate that now heads the mighty Hay’at
Tahrir al Sham militant group - Arabic for Levant
Liberation Committee - that seized the city of Idlib,
as well as two border crossings with Turkey to feed
its coffers. It is also known as HTS.

In July last year, the Nusra Front changed its
name to Fatah al-Sham Front and said it was cut-
ting all its links with al-Qaida, a move seen by many
as an attempt to improve its image and market
itself as a faction defending the Syrian people. It
abides by a deeply conservative code for ethics
and jurisprudence and tolerates no dissent - lead-
ing many who live under its rule to complain they
are no better than the government they sought to
overthrow in 2011.

Black flags 
The fresh gains by HTS in northern Syria come at

a time when the Islamic State group is suffering
defeats at the hands of Iraqi and Syrian forces as well
as US-backed Kurdish-led fighters in northern Syria.
In Idlib demonstrations last week, the group’s mem-
bers shot at protesters waving the tri-color flag of
the Syrian uprising. HTS will only accept their own,
jihadi-inspired black flags to be flown in their pres-
ence. “Any party that tries to confront HTS will be
crushed,” said an activist based in northwest Syria.

“This is a big blow for the Syrian revolution. Bashar
will look like he is fighting terrorism,” the activist
said, speaking on condition of anonymity for fear of
reprisals by the HTS. With its previous incarnations,
Hay’at Tahrir al Sham has long been the top dog in
Idlib province but the putsch has had the effect of
making it feel official. In recent weeks, the group
deployed masked gunmen and carried out raids in
search operations for alleged IS members.

HTS deployed across Idlib city last weekend
after a rival faction, the ultraconservative Ahrar al-
Sham group, withdrew. Five days of clashes around
the province left 77 fighters and 15 civilians dead,
according to the Britain-based Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights monitoring group.

Other factions, including many once financed
and armed in part by the CIA, kept to the sidelines.
They are hoping to win a share of the revenues
from the lucrative Bab Al-Hawa border crossing,
said a Turkey-based opposition activist who liaises

with Syrian rebels and their state sponsors. He
asked for anonymity so as not to jeopardize his
position. That crossing used to bring Ahrar al-Sham
over $1 million in revenues a month, according to a
senior Ahrar al-Sham official, who also asked for
anonymity for the same reason. The group will now
have to share those revenues with HTS after forfeit-
ing its monopoly over it to a “civilian administra-
tion” forced in by the extremists. HTS also seized
Sarmada - the first town after the Bab Al-Hawa
crossing and an important trade hub in north Idlib
- and Khirbet Al-Jouz, home to a second, less
important crossing with Turkey. “Ahrar Al-Sham no
longer has a real on-the-ground presence in Idlib
province. It’s over,” said the Observatory’s chief,
Rami Abdurrahman. HTS and Ahrar have long been
at odds over Idlib, but the rout last week neverthe-
less carried a hint of betrayal, as the two sides
fought side by side in 2015 to throw the govern-
ment out of the province once and for all. — AP
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ARBIN: A Syrian man sits in his damaged house yesterday following an air strike late the previ-
ous night on the rebel-held town. — AFP 

MADRID: A knife-wielding man shouting
“Allahu Akbar” entered the border post
between Morocco and the Spanish territory
of Melilla yesterday, threatening police who
wrestled him to the ground. The man is in
custody, Spanish Interior Minister Juan
Ignacio Zoido tweeted, without indicating
whether the incident was an attempted
terror attack.

Zoido posted security camera footage of
the drama-which took place on Spanish
soil-showing the man in a blue top walking
slowly through the border post holding a
knife, police closing in on him. One of the
officers hurled a portable road barricade at
him, throwing him to the ground as other
agents pounced to remove the knife.

“A man entered the border post and
once inside, pulled out a large knife and
confronted (police) shouting ‘Allahu Akbar’
(God is Greater), slightly injuring a police-
man,” Irene Flores, spokeswoman for the
central government’s representative office
in Melilla, told AFP. Flores said an initial
investigation indicated the man was
Moroccan, but this has yet to be confirmed.
A police spokesman had earlier said the
man ran into the border post, but that is
not visible on the footage.

Restive border 
Melilla and its sister Spanish city Ceuta,

both Spanish territories on Morocco’s
northern coast, are the only two land bor-
ders between Africa and the European
Union. Many Moroccans live there or go
there daily to buy tax-free products. They
are also a strong draw for migrants desper-
ate to reach Europe, many of them from
sub-Saharan Africa.

These regularly storm the border fences
or try and smuggle themselves in. The
Melilla border has been hit by three car-
ramming incidents this year, with people

driving vehicles with migrants hidden
inside into the border post at high speed.
But this is believed to be the first incident
of this type. Spain has so far been spared
the kind of extremist violence that has
occurred in nearby France, Belgium and
Germany. But it was hit by what is still
Europe’s deadliest jihadist attack in March
2004, when bombs exploded on commuter
trains in Madrid, killing 191 people in an
attack claimed by Al Qaeda-inspired
extremists. Since 2016, Spain has emerged
as a potential target for jihadists, with
extremist websites mentioning it for histor-
ical reasons, since much of its territory was
once under Muslim rule.

Third tourism destination 
Generally, authorities in Spain-the

world’s third largest tourism destination-
remain discreet on the terror threat. But
they publicize every arrest of alleged
jihadists, most of them detained for propa-
ganda, recruitment for extremist groups or
“glorifying terrorism.” According to the inte-
rior ministry, more than 180 “jihadist terror-
ists” have been arrested since June 2015
when Spain raised the terror alert level to
four out of a maximum of five, in domestic
and foreign operations.

In Ceuta and Melilla, where poverty and
unemployment are rife, such arrests are fre-
quent. The last in Melilla dates back to June
23 when a man suspected of having tried
to recruit fighters for the Islamic State
group (IS) was detained. “Radicalization in
Spain isn’t uniform over all the national ter-
ritory but appears to be concentrated
around clusters or pockets of radicaliza-
tion,” said Clara Garcia Calvo from the Real
Instituto Elcano think tank, who researches
global extremism. She told AFP that these
“clusters” were in Madrid, Barcelona, Ceuta
and Melilla. — AFP 
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This image grab taken from handout video footage released yesterday by the Spanish
Police shows Spanish Police apprehending a man armed with a knife at the Beni Anzar
border crossing between Morocco and the Spanish territory of Melilla. — AFP 

CARACAS: Venezuela’s angry opposition is
pushing for a boycott of an upcoming vote
that it dismisses as a ploy by President
Nicolas Maduro to cling to power. Ahead of
next Sunday’s election for a 500-plus mem-
ber assembly to rewrite the constitution
and give the president more power, the
opposition also plans a general strike-the
second in weeks-on Wednesday and
Thursday and a big protest march on Friday.

It all makes for a dramatic week in the
opposition’s dogged drive to unseat the
socialist Maduro, whom it blames for an
acute economic crisis marked by shortages
of food, medicine and such basics as dia-
pers, soap and toilet paper. Four months of
almost daily street protests in the oil-rich
OPEC member have left 103 people dead.

“Let them lock us all up. The fight must
move forward,” said Freddy Guevara, the
deputy speaker of the opposition-con-
trolled congress. “The people of Venezuela
must fuel the general strike. They must
come to Caracas and help us prepare for the
civic boycott,” Guevara told a news confer-
ence. He insisted his supporters will not
resort to violence.

Leopoldo Lopez, an opposition leader
moved to house arrest from prison earlier
this month, met Monday with former
Spanish Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez
Zapatero, and warned him of the grave
potential for conflict if Maduro installs a
Constituent Assembly, Guevara said later on
his Twitter account. “The demand of the
people was communicated to Zapatero:
that the Constituent Assembly be with-
drawn and that the decision of the people

be respected,” he said, referring to an oppo-
sition-organized referendum July 16 that
massively rejected Maduro’s plans. 

Next Sunday’s vote is supposed to be for
a 545-seat constituent assembly that will
draw its members not from political parties
but rather social sectors which the opposi-
tion sees as loyal to Maduro, a former bus
driver who was the handpicked successor of
late socialist firebrand Hugo Chavez.
Maduro on Sunday urged the opposition to
refrain from violence, respect the voting
and let those who wish to cast ballots do so.

“I demand this of all the opposition lead-
ers,” Maduro said on state TV. “The US right
wing thinks it can give orders in Venezuela,
but the only one who gives orders in
Venezuela is the people,” Maduro said on his
television show. Maduro’s comments
Sunday followed a warning the president
had issued the previous night about the
vote, and how the opposition behaves next
weekend. “We will be relentless if they try to
generate a process of violence in order to
stop that which cannot be stopped,” he said.

‘Treason’ 
Also during his Sunday TV program,

Maduro said that 33 judges whom the
opposition-controlled congress designated
Friday as a sort of shadow Supreme Court
would be arrested. One of them had already
been detained Saturday. The opposition says
the current top court is packed with hard-
core Maduro loyalists. Many of its justices
were hastily appointed shortly before
Maduro’s ruling party lost its majority in con-
gress in 2015 legislative elections. — AFP
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