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MANCHESTER: People look at flowers and balloons in St Ann’s Square yes-
terday, placed in tribute to the victims of the May 22 terror attack at the
Manchester Arena. —AFP

MANCHESTER: Britain’s MI5 intelligence serv-
ice launched an internal inquiry on Monday
into whether vital clues were missed in the
run-up to the Manchester suicide bombing, as
police arrested another man in connection
with the attack. The developments come a
week after 22-year-old Salman Abedi, a British-
born university dropout of Libyan origin, deto-
nated his device outside a pop concert by teen
idol Ariana Grande, killing 22 people including
six children under the age of 18.

A 23-year-old man was arrested in the
southern coastal town of Shoreham-by-Sea,
more than 400 km from Manchester on
Monday over the attack claimed by the Islamic
State group. That brings the total number of
people now detained on UK soil to 14, all of
them men, while Abedi’s father and brother
have been held in Libya where officials said
the two brothers were IS jihadists.

MI5 are looking at decisions taken in the
case of Abedi, who used to be on a terror
watch list but was no longer on it at the time
of the attack, and whether warnings about his
behaviour were ignored amid mounting criti-
cism of the security services. “There is a lot of
information coming out at the moment about
what happened, how this occurred, what peo-
ple might or might not have known,” Home
Secretary Amber Rudd told Sky News. “It is
right that MI5 take a look to find out what the
facts are,” she said, adding: “We shouldn’t rush
to make any conclusions at this stage”.

Two people who knew Abedi made sepa-
rate calls to an anti-terrorism hotline to warn

the police about his extremist views, British
media have reported. The BBC also said that
Abedi had taken part in the armed uprising
against Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi’s
regime as a teenager during school holidays.
British investigators have released pictures of
Abedi taken from CCTV shortly before the
attack, which also injured more than 100 peo-
ple, appealing to the public for help in tracing
his movements in the days before.

Abedi could be seen on the night of the
massacre, wearing jeans and trainers, a black
bodywarmer and a baseball cap, with the
straps of the backpack believed to contain the
bomb visible on his shoulders. The police
statement said one of the last places he went
to before the attack at the Manchester Arena
venue was a city centre flat, where they
believe he may have finished assembling the
device. None of the men arrested have been
charged with a crime yet and police have up to
14 days in which to do so under special anti-
terrorism laws.

Prime Minister Theresa May on Saturday
lowered the terror threat level, which had
been hiked after Monday ’s carnage.
Investigators say they have a 1,000-strong
team working on the probe and have signifi-
cant details on Abedi’s associates and move-
ments, his finances, and how the explosive
was built .  Operation Temperer,  which
involved the deployment of armed troops on
patrol alongside police, will be wound down
yesterday night, at the end of the holiday
weekend. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: To the fans watching on
ESPN, Nihar Janga’s win last year in the
Scripps National Spelling Bee was a shock: He
was only 11 years old, a fifth-grader appearing
in the bee for the first time, competing
against 8th-graders with deep voices and
facial hair. To the tightknit community of
spellers and ex-spellers who track perform-
ances leading up to the bee, Nihar was some-

thing else: A seasoned competitor with an
impressive resume and a threat to win it all.

As the bee has become increasingly diffi-
cult, spellers are less likely to come out of
nowhere and hoist the trophy. There’s more
information available about kids in the bee,
and champion spellers have increasingly fit a
familiar profile. For them, the bee is an all-
consuming, year-round pursuit. “There’s defi-

nitely an established set of favorites, and as
you have more well-known spelling bees to
compete in, you have more barometers of
how well people are going to do,” said
Mitchell Robson, 15, who finished 7th in last
year’s bee. “There’s usually one or two people
you see coming out of nowhere every year,
but it’s definitely very difficult to have more
than that. ... Last year, Nihar Janga definitely
did not come of nowhere.”

Nihar was considered a dangerous speller
because, the previous summer, he had fin-
ished second in the North South Foundation
spelling bee. The nonprofit foundation hosts
national competitions for Indian-Americans in
a variety of academic fields. The last 10
National Spelling Bee winners have participat-
ed in the foundation’s spelling bee, and 17 of
the past 21 champions have been Indian-
American. Also, three of the nine kids who’ve
won the South Asian Spelling Bee have gone
on to win the Scripps bee.

The last dark horse to win was Ansun
Sujoe, a co-champion in 2014, the first of
three straight years during which the bee
ended in a tie. His results in the North South
Foundation weren’t impressive, and he didn’t
make it past the preliminary rounds in his pri-
or National Spelling Bee appearance. Two
years ago, Vanya Shivashankar and Gokul
Venkatachalam easily withstood the pressure
of being labeled co-favorites and shared the
title. And last year, Nihar was co-champion
with Jairam Hathwar, a polished speller
whose older brother shared the title with
Ansun in 2014.

Times have changed
Things were different a generation ago,

before the Internet and before the creation of
the North South Foundation and South Asian
bees. Lekshmi Nair, who participated in the bee
from 1988-1990, said she showed up knowing
next to nothing about her fellow spellers.
“There wasn’t this pipeline or anything like
that. Really, it was anyone’s guess what could
happen,” said Nair, whose 13-year-old daugh-
ter, Mira Dedhia, is making her second appear-
ance in the bee this year. “My final year there it
was a girl who, it was her first time in the
nationals. No one had heard of her prior to
that. That was maybe a time when it was more
like anyone’s game.”

Now, ex-spellers who remain close to the
bee swap lists of favorites and participate in
fantasy leagues. They share news about the
words used in regional bees and pay close
attention to parts of the country that are
known to be competitive, like Florida,
California, New York and Texas. Some work as
pronouncers or bee judges, attend the minor-
league bees as fans or watch them on
livestreams.

For this year’s bee, which starts today, three
spellers are consensus favorites: Shourav
Dasari, a past North South Foundation and
South Asian Spelling Bee champion whose old-
er sister came close several times; Siyona
Mishra, who won last year’s South Asian bee
and finished 9th in her only National Spelling
Bee appearance; and Tejas Muthusamy, who’s
making his fourth appearance, with two previ-
ous top-10 finishes.

Surprises 
Even if one of the favorites ends up winning,

the bee still has plenty of surprises. Last year,
Shourav was also highly touted, but he mis-
spelled a word and fell just short of the prime-
time finals. “In almost every bee there’s a kid or
a handful of kids that there’s a lot of chatter
about because they’ve done well previously,”
said Paige Kimble, the bee’s executive director.
“And almost every bee there’s a shock moment
that comes when those kids who were the sub-
ject of a lot of chatter meet the word they didn’t
know.” Siyona said in an interview that she
doesn’t feel any additional pressure from being
considered a favorite. But she knows her experi-
ence is an advantage. “Participating in the
South Asian Spelling Bee helps you prepare for
spelling on stage and figuring out words you’ve
never seen before,” Siyona said. No matter how
much success they’ve had ahead of the bee,
elite spellers also have to show a single-minded
commitment, putting in the thousands of hours
of practice required to be able to spell hun-
dreds of thousands of words. Not all of the 291
spellers in the bee are that dedicated.

Nair has been quizzing her daughter, Mira,
at least 2 hours a night, and more on weekends,
since last year’s bee. Mira fell just short of
advancing from the preliminary rounds last
year and wants to improve on that. She’s going
all-out because she’s in 8th grade and it’s her
final year of eligibility. “It would be very hard to
do for three, four years in a row. I would have a
hard time with that,” said Nair, a radiologist who
also has a 2-year-old daughter. “It’s been very
exhausting.”  —AP 

US National Spelling Bee becoming easier to predict

AL-HOCEIMA, Morocco: Authorities
in Morocco yesterday arrested the
fugitive leader of a protest move-
ment that has shaken the country’s
northern Rif region for months. The
prosecutor of the northern coastal
city of Al-Hoceima said Nasser
Zefzafi, who had been on the run
since Friday, had been taken into cus-
tody. He was detained “along with
other individuals” and transferred to
Casablanca, the prosecutor said in a

statement, without providing further
details of the arrests. Those detained
will be investigated for “undermining
the security of the state” and other
criminal acts, the prosecutor added.

The Rif region has been shaken
by social unrest since the death in
October of a fishmonger crushed in

a rubbish truck as he protested
against the seizure of swordfish
caught out of season. Calls for jus-
tice for Mouhcine Fikri, 31, evolved
into a grassroots movement
demanding jobs and economic
development, with Zefzafi, himself
unemployed, emerging as the
leader of the Al-Hirak al-Shaabi, or
“Popular Movement”, based largely
in Al-Hoceima.

Zefzafi’s arrest was ordered after

he on Friday allegedly interrupted a
preacher at a mosque and called for
further demonstrations. Prosecutors
said the arrest was ordered after
Zefzafi “obstructed, in the company
of a group of individuals, freedom of
worship” at the mosque in Al-
Hoceima. The protest leader later

appeared in footage broadcast on
social media saying he was “safe and
sound” and calling for further
demonstrations.

Widening protests 
Evening protests in Al-Hoceima, a

city of some 56,000 residents, were
held on Friday and Saturday, with
demonstrators clashing with police.
Three members of the security forces
were reported to have been seriously

hurt on Friday. An AFP journalist saw
hundreds of mainly young demon-
strators gathered in two neighbor-
hoods of the city again on Sunday
night, chanting “The state is corrupt!”
and “We are all Zefzafi!”

The protesters attempted to
make their way to the city’s central

square but were blocked by security
forces. After an hour-long face-off
with police the youths dispersed
without incident. “We cannot take a
single step, the police are every-
where,” an activist in the city told
AFP, speaking on condition of
anonymity. The activist said a solidar-
ity rally had taken place in the near-
by city of Imzouren.

Demonstrations were also report-
ed in two other northern cities, Nador
and Tanger, as well as in Casablanca,
Marrakesh and the capital Rabat,
where some 300 people took part. As
of late Sunday police had arrested 22
people in connection with the distur-
bances in Al-Hoceima, according to
officials. Authorities have accused
protesters of receiving money and
other support from abroad “to carry
out propaganda activities”.

The mainly ethnically Berber Rif
region has long had a tense relation-
ship with Morocco’s central authori-
ties and was at the heart of Arab
Spring-inspired protests in 2011. The
protests subsided following a series
of political reforms including consti-
tutional changes that saw King
Mohamed VI give up some of his
wide-ranging powers. Interior
Minister Abdelouafi Laftit led a large
delegation to Al-Hoceima last week,
the latest in a series of government
trips to the region. 

Officials have promised increased
support for the local economy, in par-
ticular the crucial fishing industry.
Zefzafi, 39, emerged as the leader of
the movement by broadcasting pas-
sionate speeches online in the local
Tarifit dialect from his home or the
street, denouncing “corruption” and
“dictatorship”. Zefzafi and other
activists insist the movement is not
seeking independence for the region,
despite its long history of resistance
to central rule and the fact that some
protesters have waved the flag of the
short-lived Rif republic that existed
from 1921 to 1926.  —AFP
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RABAT, Morocco: People gesture during a demonstration in support of ongoing anti-govern-
ment protests taking place in the northern Rif region yesterday. —AP

ATHENS: Former Greek Prime Minister
Constantine Mitsotakis, an early proponent of
austerity cuts that Greece eventually had to
adopt during the economic crisis, died yester-
day aged 98, his family said. A patriarch of one
of Greece’s most influential political families,
Mitsotakis quit politics in 2004, aged 85, after
serving as the country’s longest-serving parlia-
mentarian. “He died at 0100 (2200 GMT) sur-
rounded by the people whom he loved and
who loved him,” a family statement said. It did
not indicate the cause of death.

The conservative politician was prime minis-
ter from 1990 to 1993 and served without inter-
ruption as an MP from 1946 on the ticket of sev-
eral different parties, except for a ten-year break
during and immediately after Greece’s 1967-
1974 military junta. He was head of the conser-
vative New Democracy party from 1984 to 1993
- which is today run by his son Kyriakos - and
had epic battles with Andreas Papandreou, head
of the socialist party Pasok.

One of Greece’s few openly pro-US politi-
cians at the time, Mitsotakis cultivated close
t ies  with the fami ly  of  former  pres ident
George H W Bush and frequently hosted them
at his home in Crete. This did not prevent him
from also forging close relations with Serbian
strongman Slobodan Milosevic and support-
ing him dur ing the wars  that  tore  apar t
Yugoslavia in the 1990s. On the domestic
front, Mitsotakis championed a tight budget

and privatizations that sparked major union
strikes and protests. In later years, he insisted
that Greece would have avoided the economic
crisis that erupted in 2010 if his policies had
been adopted earlier. “You were always ahead of
your time,” New Democracy press chief Makarios
Lazaridis said yesterday. His support for budget
cuts earned him the nickname “Dracula” from
his enemies. To his friends, he was often known
as “the tall one” due to his imposing height. His

government eventually collapsed over a name
dispute with Macedonia that continues to poi-
son relations with the neighboring country.

A lawyer by training, during World War II
Mitsotakis was active in the resistance against
the Nazi occupation on his native island of
Crete. He used his knowledge of German to
help free locals arrested by the occupation
authorities. This would later lead his oppo-
nents to accuse him of collaboration. In 1967
he was arrested by the junta but managed to
escape to Paris, where he lived in exile until his
return to Greece after the re-establishment of
democracy in 1974.

But despite his democratic pedigree,
Mitsotakis became a hate figure for Greece’s
center-left after defecting from the government
of George Papandreou in 1965, which subse-
quently collapsed. The political instability that
followed culminated in a takeover by the US-
backed army junta. A grandnephew of Greek
early 20th century statesman Eleftherios
Venizelos, Mitsotakis belonged to a powerful
Crete family.

His father was a lawmaker and other rela-
tions included a minister and a local mayor. Two
of his four children followed him into politics
and parliament. His son Kyriakos took over the
party in 2016 while his daughter Dora has
served as mayor of Athens and foreign minister.
His grandson Costas Bakoyannis is a regional
governor in central Greece. —AFP
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OXON HILL, Maryland: In this May 26, 2016 file photo, Nihar Janga, 11,
of Austin, Texas, and Jairam Hathwar, 13, of Painted Post, New York,
hold up the trophy after being named co-champions at the 2016
National Spelling Bee. —AP

ABUJA: Nigeria’s ailing president was glaringly
absent yesterday as his deputy marked their
two years in power, with no word on the head
of state’s health three weeks after he went on
indefinite medical leave. Muhammadu Buhari
and his deputy Yemi Osinbajo were sworn into
office on May 29, 2015, two months after
securing the first opposition victory against a
sitting president in Nigerian history. But their
election pledges to defeat Boko Haram
Islamists and tackle endemic corruption have
been overshadowed, first by economic reces-
sion and increasingly by speculation about
Buhari’s health.

The 74-year-old former military ruler spent
nearly two months being treated for an undis-
closed illness in London in January and
February. He left for a fresh round of treatment
in the British capital on May 7 and has not been
heard from or seen since. Rumors swirled that
he may send a pre-recorded message to the
nation for yesterday’s public holiday. But
Osinbajo said only in a speech: “I bring you
good wishes from President Muhammadu
Buhari, who as we all know is away from the
country on medical vacation.” He ended by ask-
ing for people’s “continued prayers for the
restoration to full health and strength and the
safe return of our president”. 

Elephant in the room 
Buhari’s health - and his ability to lead -

has increasingly overshadowed politics in
Nigeria, particularly in the last three weeks
because of the lack of update. Presidential
aides told reporters at a briefing in Abuja last
week that they would not even answer ques-
tions about it. But Buhari did not attend a G7
summit in Sicily last week, although he was
among several African leaders invited.
Osinbajo went in his place. 

During his time in London earlier this year,
they insisted Buhari was “hale and hearty”,
despite his increasingly frail appearance, and
had to counter rumors he was terminally ill
and even dead. Buhari himself admitted on
his return to Abuja in March that he “had nev-
er been so sick” and had undergone blood
transfusions. 

Since then, he was rarely seen in public,
missed a succession of cabinet meetings,
Friday prayers and his grandson’s wedding.
Aides again insisted he was working from his
private residence on doctors’ orders. As well
as political uncertainty, despite the formal
handover of powers to Osinbajo, Buhari’s ill-
ness has triggered an earlier-than-usual
jostling for position for the 2019 election and
talk about succession. —AFP
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