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NEW YORK: A female US Marine has become the
first woman to complete the Corps’ notoriously gru-
eling infantry officer course, seeing off dozens of
male candidates who failed the selection training.
The physical and mental tests include hikes carry-
ing loads up to 152 pounds, swimming, obstacle
courses, land navigation and weapons assembly.
Typically a quarter of Marines who take part fail to
make the grade.

Under former President Barack Obama, the US
military opened all positions to women, including
combat roles, for the first time in 2016 in a bid to
make the armed forces more inclusive. The female
lieutenant, who wanted to keep her identity private,
was one of 88 Marines out of 131 who started the
course in July to make it through the 13-week pro-
gram - graduating in Quantico, Virginia, on Monday,
the military said.

“Proud of this officer & her fellow leaders,” tweet-
ed Marine Corps commandant Gen. Robert Neller

alongside a photo of the woman during training. The
Marine Corps says its “grueling 13-week course trains
and educates newly selected infantry and ground
intelligence officers in leadership, infantry skills, and
character required to serve as infantry platoon com-
manders”. The lieutenant’s next assignment will be at
the 1st Marine Division at Camp Pendleton in
California, it said. As an officer she is expected to
lead a platoon of typically around 40 Marines. 

“Marines expect and rightfully deserve compe-
tent and capable leaders, and these... graduates
met every training requirement,” Neller said in a
statement. About 15 percent of more than 1.3 mil-
lion US active duty troops are women, according to
the Department of Defense. Earlier this year, the
Corps was rattled by nude photo sharing scandal
involving a private Facebook group and its surrepti-
tious distribution of explicit images of women in
the armed forces, often with obscene, misogynist
commentary. —Reuters
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GERMANY: Policemen secure the area around the Higher Regional Court in Celle near Hanover, central Germany, where a trial started against
notorious hate preacher Abu Walaa, described as the Islamic State group’s de facto leader in Germany. —AFP

CELLE, Germany: Notorious hate preacher Abu
Walaa, described as the Islamic State group’s de
facto leader in Germany, went on trial yesterday
accused of radicalizing young men and running a
jihadist network linked to the Berlin Christmas
market attacker. Nicknamed “the faceless preach-
er” for showing his back to the camera in propa-
ganda videos, the 33-year-old Iraqi was arrested
last November on suspicion of being the “central
figure” in an IS recruitment ring.

Walaa-named by the authorities as Ahmad
Abdulaziz Abdullah Abdullah-appeared before a
court in the northern German city of Celle along-
side four co-defendants accused of supporting IS.
The five created a “pan-regional Salafist-jihadist
network” in which Walaa “took on the leading role
as the representative of the so-called Islamic State
in Germany,” prosecutors said in their indictment.
“The goal of the network was to send people to IS
in Syria or Iraq.”

The closely-watched terror trial, expected to
run until early 2018, opened under heavy security
with armed police on patrol outside the court-
house. “For a long time little has been known
about the backroom men, those who seduce and
incite to jihad,” Der Spiegel news weekly wrote.
“The proceedings against Abu Walaa promise to
give deep insights into these mechanisms, which
makes this one of the most interesting Islamist tri-

als in recent years.” If found guilty, the accused
would face up to 10 years in prison, according to
DPA news agency.

Deadly attacks 
A shadowy figure who long evaded capture,

Walaa has been linked to some of Germany’s
most high profile jihadist attacks since arriving in
the country in 2001. After setting up his base in
Hildesheim, a northern town seen as a hotbed of
Islamic radicalism, he made a name for himself
delivering extremist sermons at the notorious DIK
mosque, which has since been shut down. Walaa,
who has two wives and several children, also
gave seminars across the country calling for jihad. 

He notably spoke at a Berlin mosque frequent-
ed by Anis Amri, who drove a truck through a
crowded Christmas market last December, killing
12 people. German intelligence services took pic-
tures of Amri in Hildesheim some 10 months ear-
lier, prompting speculation he had ties to the net-
work. Amri was shot dead by police in Italy days
after his rampage. Walaa’s four accomplices-a
Turkish national, a German, a German-Serbian
and a Cameroonian, aged between 27 and 51 —
are likewise accused of indoctrinating young men
with jihadist ideology. 

German media reported that among their “stu-
dents” was at least one of the three teenage boys

who last year set off a home-made bomb at an
Indian wedding, badly wounding a Sikh priest.
Much of the prosecution’s case rests on evidence
collected by an unidentified informant who infil-
trated the network for months. But the witness is
not expected to testify at the trial after Walaa
urged his followers to kill the mole. Walaa and his
co-accused have not been charged with planning
any attacks in Germany.

But according to the indictment, they provid-
ed logistical and financial support to smuggle at
least eight fighters into IS-held territory. Among
them were German twins Mark and Kevin K., who
blew themselves up in separate suicide blasts tar-
geting Iraqi security forces. Together, they killed
more than 150 soldiers.  Another recruit was Anil
O. who joined IS in Syria but fled after becoming
disgusted with the terror group’s tactics. He
returned to Germany, where he was arrested in
September 2016.

According to Spiegel, he turned on Walaa and
provided crucial information in return for a
reduced sentence. Walaa’s lawyer Peter Krieger
has dismissed the former fighter’s testimony as
“lies”. Germany’s security services estimate there
are around 10,300 radical Islamists in the country,
compared to some 3,800 in 2011. About 700 of
them are considered dangerous and capable of a
violent attack. —AFP 

German IS leader on trial 

for recruiting jihadists
If found guilty, accused to face 10 years in prison

BERLIN: Chancellor Angela Merkel
got down to work yesterday in the
fractured political landscape left by
Germany’s “earthquake” election,
seeking a ruling majority to help
neutralize a newly empowered
hard right. Merkel was to hold
meetings at the Bundestag lower
house, where her conservative
CDU/CSU group saw its number of
seats axed to 246 from 309 previ-
ously following its worst poll show-
ing in seven decades.

Joining her at the glass-domed
Reichstag parliament building for
the first time were the 93 deputies
of the Alternative for Germany, a
party branded far-right by many
German media outlets and officials.
“The language of the campaign is
different than the one in parlia-
ment,” one of the party’s leading
members, Alexander Gauland, told
reporters outside the main cham-
ber. “We know that we have a big
responsibility in parliament, also to
our voters.”

Gauland, a CDU defector, had
sparked outrage in the run-up to
the election for incendiary com-
ments, including urging Germans

to be “proud” of their WWII veterans
and calling for a government offi-
cial who is of Turkish origin to be
“dumped in Anatolia”. The AfD
poached support from both main-
stream camps, the conservatives
and the Social Democrats (SPD),
junior partners in the “grand coali-
tion” that has led Germany for eight

of Merkel’s 12 years in power.
A total of five million voters

turned their backs on the govern-
ing parties, and 1.5 million of them
voted for the AfD. According to
opinion polls, most of those voters
pointed to anger over Merkel’s bor-
der policy, which allowed more
than one million asylum seekers

into the country since 2015. But
after the SPD scored a humiliating
20.5 percent, a post-war record, it
ruled out further cooperation with
Merkel, meaning her search for a
ruling alliance became infinitely
more complicated.

From Bavaria to Jamaica?    
Commentators said Tuesday

that Merkel’s only other option-
trying a link-up with the pro-busi-
ness Free Democrats (FDP) and
the ecologist Greens-would be
fraught with risk. The grouping
has been dubbed a Jamaica coali-
tion for the parties’ colors match-
ing the Caribbean nation’s flag.
The daily Bild, which had called
the election a “political earth-
quake”, reported that party lead-
ers had spoken by phone late
Sunday about the possibility of
work ing together in Merkel ’s
fourth term. Germans also seem
to have warmed to the idea, with
a poll  by the independent
Infratest dimap institute showing
57 percent suppor t .  However
strong ideological  differences
could hinder the alliance. —AFP 
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BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel leaves after giving a press
conference at the headquarters of the Christian Democratic Union
(CDU) party in Berlin one day after general elections. — AFP

SEOUL: Donald Trump may have stumbled
into dangerous new territory with tweets
that North Korea interpreted as a declara-
tion of war, alarming a region used to liv-
ing on the edge but now seriously consid-
ering the possibility of conflict. Observers
say the US president’s fondness for Twitter
diplomacy is creating a situation ripe for
dangerous misunderstandings as he pur-
sues an increasingly personal row with Kim
Jong-Un. 

Trump’s tweet that the Pyongyang
regime “won’t be around much longer”
elicited alarm from North Korea, with its
foreign minister saying the US had
“declared a war ”.  Although the White
House dismissed this reading as “absurd”,
the damage may have been done-North
Korea takes a very dim view of what it per-
ceives as threats against its leadership. “If
we get into a war it’s because of misper-
ception,” said Robert Kelly, professor of
political science at Pusan National
University. “In the real world there is no
need to have conflict.”

Nevertheless, tensions are surging.
Pyongyang’s missile program has stepped
up a gear with two of its most recent
launches sailing over a nervous Japan. This
month it conducted its largest ever nuclear
test-what it claimed was a hydrogen bomb.
In the wake of the nuclear test, academics
in China began openly calling for a
reassessment of Beijing’s long-term policy
of support for North Korea. Pyongyang has
“largely ignored China’s efforts” to resolve
the situation with dialogue, said Jia
Qingguo of Peking University, in an article
entitled “Time to prepare for the worst in
North Korea”.

The commentary, the first of several
from Chinese academics in what some
observers see as a sharp warning to Kim,
urged Beijing to consider contingency talks

with Washington and Seoul. “When war
becomes a real possibility, China must be
prepared,” the article said. The more hope-
ful interpretation of Trump’s tweeting, said
Kelly, is that Kim is not the target at all;
rather it is intended to persuade China to
“stop looking the other way”. 

Beijing has traditionally provided an
economic lifeline to its isolated neighbor,
fearful of the destabilizing consequences
of regime collapse or conflict. But after the
latest nuclear test, it signed up to tough
new sanctions, including potentially dam-
aging restrictions on crude oil, aimed at
squeezing Pyongyang. Even so, Trump con-
tinues to poke the hornet’s nest, either
unaware of, or maybe in spite of,
Pyongyang’s growing outrage.

Dotard   
With few of the normal contacts that

grease the wheels of interaction between
two countries-no embassies, infrequent
chances for diplomats to meet the US and
North Korea often conduct their relation-
ship in full public view. That this relation-
ship has descended into playground
insults-Trump is a “mentally deranged...
dotard”; Kim is “Little Rocket Man”-carries
risks, says Kim Hyun-Wook, professor at the
Korea National Diplomatic Academy.

“The US and North Korea don’t want to
drive this to a military conflict but if this
psychological warfare persists, one side
could unintentionally cross the red line
which will prompt the other to launch a
counteraction, leading to an armed clash,”
he said. Those actions and counteractions
are already starting to play out. A hint late
last week that Pyongyang might respond
to Trump’s insults with an atmospheric
nuclear test raises the stakes-and the
chance of miscalculation-next time the
regime fires a missile, say analysts. —AFP 
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IN FLIGHT: This US Air Force handout photo shows A US Air Force B-1B Lancer,
flanked by Republic of Korea Air Force F-15K Slam Eagles, dropping a 2,000 pound
live munition at Pilsung Training Range, South Korea as part of a show of force mis-
sion in response to unlawful North Korean ballistic missile tests. — AFP

MEXICO CITY: More than 300 people
were killed in last week’s earthquake that
rocked Mexico-and behind the numeric
toll are hundreds more poignant stories
that survivors will always remember.
Here is a collection of accounts from the
hard-hit capital Mexico City:

A sister’s love    
“We’re here, the whole family. We will

not move until we have you with us,”
Karina Ganoa cried out through a mega-
phone. The young woman clung to the
hope that her brother Erick might still be
alive-even after he was buried under the
rubble of an office building in the city’s
Roma district. “Your wife is fine! Your par-
ents are fine! Your siblings-you know
that I love you,” she shouted, her desper-
ate message chilling viewers of the
channel ForoT V as it was broadcast
throughout Mexico. But tragically, her
35-year-old brother was found dead
Thursday, Mexican media reported.
Arms raised, rescuers held a minute of
silence in his honor.

A final embrace    
The lifeless bodies of Gabriel Morales

and his wife Agueda Mendoza were
found locked in an embrace, said their
nephew Juan Carlos Williams, speaking
on the day of their funeral. Married for 23

years, the pair in their fifties had an 18-
year-old daughter. They had met while
working for a state-owned enterprise, he
as a topographical engineer and she as a
lawyer. “They stayed together, united,”
the young man said. “That’s what we’ll
remember.”

Hope, then mourning    
The sons of Maria Ortiz lived three

days of anguish peppered with moments
of hope. Their 57-year-old mother, a
housekeeper, was trapped in the rubble
of an elegant yet dilapidated building in
the chic Condesa neighborhood. For
long hours, they hoped she had sur-
vived. “She tried to go down but missed
a few steps to reach the hallway before
everything collapsed,” said Leobardo
Lopez Ortiz, 36, during his mother’s wake
over the weekend.

When they learned the building had
fallen, the sons along with uncles and
cousins left their neighborhood further
east in the hope they could rescue her,
working through the rubble alongside
military officers. “Virtually all the steps of
the staircase fell on her,” said the eldest
son Richard, 38. Her lifeless body was
finally found Friday. Despite the pain,
Richard said he was trying to stay calm: “I
want to believe that under the weight,
she died on the spot.” —AFP 

In Mexico’s earthquake, 

tragedies and miracles

CALIFORNIA:  This US Marine Corps photo shows an unidentified Marine as she participates in an
exercise during the Infantry Officer Course at Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center
Twentynine Palms, California. — AFP


