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THE HAGUE: Bosnian Croat wartime leader Jadranko
Prlic yesterday appealed against his conviction for
the murder of Muslims during the 1990s Bosnian
war, denying any involvement and saying Croats
were “forced” to defend themselves in the conflict.
Prlic and five other defendants launched seven days
of appeal hearings at the International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) against
prison sentences ranging between 10 and 25 years.

Prlic was sentenced to 25 years in 2013 on
charges of murdering and deporting Muslims during
Bosnia’s 1992-1995 war which killed more than
100,000 people and left 2.2 million homeless. Five
other Bosnian Croat military and political leaders
were also handed heavy prison terms by the tribunal
based in The Hague, after being found guilty of war
crimes and crimes against humanity.

“I was not part of the chain of command,” of the
HVO, the main Bosnian-Croat army in Bosnia at the
time, Prlic told the panel of five judges. But Croatian
communities needed to organize themselves, also

militarily, “due to the unreactiveness” of the Bosnian
Republic for their “defense”, he said. “The Croatian
community was one of the foundations of the cre-
ation of the... Republic of Bosnia-Hercegovina and
not an instrument of its destruction,” Prlic added.

His lawyer Michael Karnavas said the trial verdict
showed a “pattern of calculated neglect of evidence,
abject disregard of context and with all due respect,
a reckless abandonment of fairness”. UN prosecutor
Douglas Stringer however dismissed Prlic’s claims,
saying Bosnian Croats had cynically exploited
attempts to end the conflict to their own aims.
“Rather than raising the peace process to advance
peace, these appellants in fact seized on the peace
process to advance their own territorial aims,”
Stringer said.

‘Greater Croatian state’ 
Judges at the sentencing said Prlic, now 57, “made a

significant contribution to a joint criminal enterprise...
to drive out the Muslim population” from Bosnia in a

bid to create a “greater Croatian state”. A former presi-
dent and later also prime minister of the self-pro-
claimed Bosnian Croat state of Herceg-Bosna, Prlic has
been on trial before The Hague-based ICTY since 2006.

His co-defendants are his former defense minister
Bruno Stojic, and four senior military officials:
Slobodan Praljak, Milivoj Petkovic, Valentin Coric, and
Berislav Pusic. “The Prlic et al. trial was one of the tri-
bunal’s largest and most complicated,” the ICTY said
in a statement, adding that a total of 326 witnesses
had appeared.

Mass arrests, murder 
At the end, the ICTY’s judges ruled the six defen-

dants removed Muslims and other non-Croats by
force, intimidation and terror through “mass arrests
of Bosnian Muslims who were then either murdered,
beaten, sexually assaulted, robbed of their property
and otherwise abused”.

The campaign included the nine-month siege of
the southern city of Mostar from June 1993 by

Bosnian Croat troops, which saw the destruction of
its historical four-century-old bridge, an act that the
court said caused “disproportionate damage for the
Muslim civilian population of Mostar.” Bosnian Croats
and Muslims were allies against Bosnian Serbs dur-
ing most of the country’s 1992-1995 war.

However, they also fought against each other for
17 months in 1993 and 1994 in southern and central
Bosnia. As early as December 1991, Croatia’s late
ultra-nationalist president Franjo Tudjman and other
Croat leaders realised that “in order to achieve the
ultimate goal of a Croatian territory it was necessary
to modify its ethnic composition,” said Jean-Claude
Antonetti in the 2013 ruling. Herceg-Bosna was pro-
claimed in August 1993, but dissolved in 1995 just
before the Dayton peace accords and integrated
with the Bosnian Serb entity Republika Srpska to
become Bosnia-Hercegovina. A verdict in the appeal
is due in November 2017, in what will be one of the
ICTY’s last judgments as it winds down more than 20
years after it opened. — AFP 

Six Bosnian Croats appeal UN war crime convictions

This combination of pictures created from file photographs yesterday shows 2017 French presidential election candidates (L-R arranged in alphabetical
order) Francois Fillon of the Les Republicains (LR) Party, Benoit Hamon of the Socialist Party (PS), Marine Le Pen of the far-right National Front (FN),
Emmanuel Macron of the En-Marche movement and Jean-Luc Melenchon of the far left coalition “La France insoumise”. — AFP 

PARIS: France’s tumultuous presidential race
steps up a gear yesterday as the five leading can-
didates face off in a TV debate, the first of its kind
in the eurozone’s second biggest economy, with
just a month to go before the vote. In the most
unpredictable election in years, far-right National
Front (FN) leader Marine Le Pen and centrist
Emmanuel Macron have been running neck-and-
neck for weeks, with the latest opinion poll show-
ing Macron just half a percentage point ahead for
the first round of voting on April 23.

The debate will be the first time in history
that French voters get an opportunity to com-
pare the leading candidates before the first
round as the frontrunners share the stage with
the candidates currently in third and fourth
place, Francois Fillon of the right and Benoit
Hamon of the left, along with the far-left Jean-
Luc Melenchon. All 11 contenders, spanning the
spectrum from Trotskyist left to the far right, will
take part in another debate on April 4. In previ-
ous elections, TV debates have been held only
between the two finalists. This year’s runoff is
scheduled for May 7.

Disgruntled voters 
The presidential hopefuls face an especially

disgruntled electorate. Millions are still undecided
after five years of lackluster Socialist rule under
Francois Hollande, with a sluggish economy and
an ever-present threat of new jihadist violence.

Socialist candidate Hamon, 49, attracted a crowd
of 20,000 to a Paris rally on Sunday, but with his
staunchly leftist platform he is seen by many as
representing the rump of a party in disarray.

Meanwhile, 63-year-old Fillon has sent his
conservative Republicans party into a tailspin
with a raft of scandals that have landed him in
the dock for misuse of public funds. yesterday he
will seek to claw back votes lost to 39-year-old
Macron since the scandal broke in January by
trying to shift the focus to his policy program,
including the radical spending cuts he says are
France’s only hope for real change.

With polls showing Macron would rout the
anti-immigration Le Pen, 48, in the decisive run-
off if the election were held today, he is expect-
ed to face the most heat in the three-hour
debate starting at 2000 GMT. Le Pen’s aides say
she will tear into his “globalist” program, while
Hamon on Sunday gave a taste of his plan of
attack against Macron, casting the former
Rothschild banker as the candidate of the elite.

Turnout a key factor 
The election could hinge on turnout, after

several political veterans have already been sent
packing by voters fed up with politics as usual. In
The Netherlands, with the far-right Freedom
Party knocking on the doors of power, more
than 80 percent of people turned out to vote last
week. But in France, with Le Pen hoping to emu-

late Donald Trump’s win in the United States,
polls show that only around 65 percent of voters
are planning to vote in the first round in what
would be a record low.

Of those, more than two in five say they are
not yet wedded to any candidate. Supporters of
Macron, who styles himself as a progressive tran-
scending France’s entrenched left-right divide,
are among the most volatile while Le Pen’s are
the most loyal, polls show. “The 2017 campaign
is hard to get a handle on,” Pascal Perrineau, a
political science professor at Sciences Po univer-
sity, wrote in Le Monde at the weekend, blaming
the steady drip of “scandals, real or imagined” for
preventing real debate.

While most of the focus has been on Fillon’s
legal woes and the disconnect with the “irre-
proachable” image that helped him win the
conservative nomination, Le Pen also goes into
the election with several investigations hang-
ing over the FN. 

Macron, a relative newcomer to politics, has
largely avoided scandal but could be tainted by
an investigation into possible favoritism over an
event at a 2016 high-tech fair in Las Vegas at
which he was the main speaker. His predicted
runoff with Le Pen will be the most surprising
since 2002 when the FN leader’s father Jean-
Marie Le Pen rocked the political establishment
by getting into the second round where he lost
to conservative Jacques Chirac. — AFP 
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BRUSSELS: For Philippe Vansteenkiste, whose sis-
ter was killed in the Brussels attacks one year ago,
the suffering is made worse by the battle with the
Belgian authorities for support. “We are victims
twice over,” said Vansteenkiste, mourning his sib-
ling Fabienne, 51, a check-in agent at Brussels air-
port. She had stayed on after her shift to help col-
leagues and died when two suicide bombers blew
themselves up there on March 22, 2016. The
attacks claimed by the Islamic State group on
Maalbeek metro station and Zaventem airport
killed 32 people, wounded around 230 others and
shattered the lives of hundreds of their loved ones.

After battling to get support from a labyrinthine
Belgian bureaucracy, Vansteenkiste founded an
association, V-Europe, to help all victims receive
adequate medical and psychological care as well as
proper financial and moral assistance from the
authorities and insurance firms.

“It was like we had to get down on our knees to
receive minimum compensation to be able to con-
tinue,” Vansteenkiste told AFP at his home outside
Brussels, where he and his family moved to be clos-
er to his ageing parents after the tragedy. Unlike in
France and some other countries, those affected by
terrorism in Belgium do not receive a document
officially recognizing them as victims of an attack,
he said. In France, he added, the government
arranges for the victims to receive the document
within 30 days. In financial straits himself, he said it
is also “extremely urgent” for the state to provide a
lump sum of tens of thousands of euros so victims
can meet the initial costs of things such as medical
treatment and accommodation.

‘How human is this?’ 
Vansteenkiste said he was also shocked when

the airport’s insurance firm gave him 250 euros
($270) compensation for his sister’s iPhone but
nothing for the loss of his sister. 

“How human is this?” he asked. Nicolas de

Lavalette, a 56-year-old Franco-American English
teacher, criticised the Belgian bureaucracy about
the help for his 18-year-old daughter’s recovery
after she lost both her legs below the knee in the
airport attack.  

“I wish there was in Belgium a structure which
takes care of victims from A to Z,” Lavalette told
AFP. “There is no overall organization to handle
something of this magnitude.”  The married father-
of-three, who is also a member of V-Europe, said he
was worried whether the Belgian authorities would
follow up Beatrice’s file when the family goes back
to live in the United States.

Belgian authorities-heavily criticized immedi-
ately after the attacks for intelligence and security

failings-insist they are not letting down victims a
second time. Interior Minister Jan Jambon told AFP
that “we have understood well that there were
things we could improve” to help the victims, and
that the government was now doing everything to
correct the situation.

Health Minister Maggie De Block recently
lashed out at the insurance firms for having only so
far covered some 15 percent of the estimated dam-
ages. Under fire, the government promised in
February to grant a “status of national solidarity” to
terror victims guaranteeing them financial aid for
life. But the draft law fails to satisfy support groups
partly because it covers only people who were liv-
ing in Belgium at the time of the attacks. — AFP

‘Victims twice over’ trash  

Brussels attacks response

BRUSSELS: Dr Olivier Vermylen, in charge of the emergency department of the Brugmann uni-
versity hospital, which heads emergency medical services in the Maelbeek - Maalbeek neigh-
borhood of Brussels. — AFP 

PARIS: The man shot dead at Paris’s Orly air-
port after attacking a soldier was under the
influence of drugs and alcohol at the time, a
judicial source said Sunday. Investigators
are still trying to understand what motivat-
ed Saturday’s assault by 39-year-old Ziyed
Ben Belgacem, which led to a major security
scare and the temporary closure of the capi-
tal’s second-busiest airport.

“Toxicology tests carried out on Sunday
showed an alcohol level of 0.93 grams per
litre in his blood, and the presence of
cannabis and cocaine,” the source said. Ben
Belgacem’s father had insisted earlier
Sunday that his son was “not a terrorist”
and that his actions were caused by drink
and drugs. Ben Belgacem, who was born in
France to Tunisian parents, grabbed a sol-
dier on patrol at Orly’s southern terminal
on Saturday morning. He put a gun to her
head and seized her rifle, saying he wanted
to “die for Allah”.

The attacker, who had also fired at police
in a northern Paris suburb earlier that morn-
ing, was shot dead by two other soldiers
after a scuffle. Ben Belgacem’s father insist-
ed his son-who had spent time in prison for
armed robbery and drug-dealing-was not a
extremist. “My son was not a terrorist. He
never prayed, and he drank,” the father, who
was in shock and whose first name was not
given, told Europe 1 radio. Investigators
were examining his telephone. The attack at
Orly comes with France still on high alert
following a wave of jihadist attacks that
have claimed more than 230 lives in two
years. The violence has made security a key
issue in France’s two-round presidential
election on April 23 and May 7.

Not on terror watchlist 
Ben Belgacem’s brother and cousin were

released Sunday after they, like the attack-
er’s father, were held for questioning. All
three had approached police themselves
on Saturday after the attack. After spend-
ing Friday night in a bar with his cousin,
Ben Belgacem was pulled over by police for
speeding in the gritty northern Paris sub-

urb of Garges-les-Gonesse, where he lived,
just before 7:00 am.

He drew a gun and fired, slightly injur-
ing one officer. Shortly after, he contacted
his relatives to tell them he had “done
something stupid”, they told police. Ben
Belgacem later appeared at the bar where
he had been the previous night, firing more
shots and stealing another car before con-
tinuing on to the airport. He had been
investigated in 2015 over suspicions he had
radicalised while serving jail time, but his
name did not feature on the list of those
thought to pose a high risk.

Paris prosecutor Francois Molins said
Ben Belgacem appeared to have become
caught up in a “sort of headlong flight that
became more and more destructive”.
Dozens of flights to and from Orly were
cancelled during an hours-long shutdown
after the incident, but by Sunday afternoon
air traffic had returned to normal, a spokes-
woman for the Paris airports authority said.
The shooting took place on the second day
of a visit to Paris by Britain’s Prince William
and his wife Kate, which was unaffected.

‘I’ve screwed up’ 
Ben Belgacem’s father told Europe 1 his

son had called him after the first police
shooting “in a state of extreme agitation”.
“He said to me: ‘Daddy, please forgive me.
I’ve screwed up with a police officer’.” At the
time of his death, Ben Belgacem was carry-
ing a petrol can in his backpack, as well as
750 euros ($805) in cash, a copy of the
Quran, a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. 

A small amount of cocaine and a
machete were found during a search of his
home on Saturday. Soldiers guarding key
sites have been targeted in four attacks in
the past two years but escaped with only
minor injuries. In mid-February, a machete-
wielding Egyptian man attacked a soldier
outside Paris’s Louvre museum, injuring him
slightly, before being shot and wounded.
President Francois Hollande said Saturday
his government was “determined to fight
relentlessly against terrorism”. — AFP 
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PARIS: French police officers stand guard at a cordoned off area in front of the finan-
cial crimes court building (pole financier du tribunal de grande instance) following a
bomb alert in central Paris yesterday. The building was evacuated yesterday morn-
ing following an anonymous call of the presence of a bomb, according to a source
close to the investigation. — AFP 

BUDAPEST: The former head of the far-
right British National Party has said he is
moving to Hungary to live under anti-
immigration Prime Minister Viktor Orban
as a “refugee” from western Europe.
“There is already a sort of nationalist emi-
gre community building up here.  There’s
French, there’s Italians, there’s Swedes
and Brits as well,” Nick Griffin told a
Hungarian website this weekend.

“So it’s only a trickle at present but I
have no doubt at all that when the trou-
ble really begins with Al-Qaeda and Isis
in western Europe, that trickle is going to
become a flood,” the 58-year-old told
444.hu. “And I hope that Hungary, the
Hungarian government, the Hungarian
people, will welcome people who are
genuine refugees from western Europe
but keep out the liberals who have
brought western Europe to this state in
the first place.”

Orban sees immigration as a “poison”
endangering Europe’s Christian culture

and values. In February he offered refuge
to anyone in western Europe looking to
“find the Europe they have lost in their
homelands”. 

His government aims to confine all
asylum-seekers currently in Hungary, and
any new arrivals, to container camps at
its southern border. They are free to leave
only if they return to Serbia.

Griffin, BNP head from 1999 to 2014,
was in Budapest for a “Stop Operation
Soros!” conference aimed at halting the
pro-refugee activities of Hungarian-born
US financier George Soros’s Open Society
Foundation.  “I am very, very pleased that
Hungary is taking a leading role in con-
fronting the Soros problem,” Griffin said.
Orban’s government “doesn’t want to
commit national suicide. That’s very
refreshing,” he said. Cambridge-educated
Griffin said he hoped to move to
Hungary, a member of the European
Union which Britain is due to leave in
2019, in the next six months. — AFP 
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