
Democrats flip 
Senate seat in 
Arizona; Sinema 
bests McSally
WASHINGTON: Arizona Republican
Martha McSally conceded her razor-thin US
Senate race Monday, providing Democrats
with a key pickup in a state that has not
elected a member of the party to the Senate
in three decades. “I just called Kyrsten
Sinema and congratulated her on becoming
Arizona’s first female senator after a hard-
fought battle,” McSally said in a video state-
ment posted on her Twitter account.

“I wish her all success as she represents
Arizona in the Senate.” US networks Fox
and CNN called the race in Sinema’s favor.
She will  replace outgoing Senator Jeff
Flake, a conservative Republican who is a
critic of President Donald Trump. Arizona is
a border state with increasing numbers of
Latino immigrants. The issue is front and
center in statewide elections there, and
Trump has triggered a sense of nativism
among his supporters.

But Sinema sought to focus on kitchen-
table issues like health care, and Democrats’
push to preserve protections for people with
pre-existing conditions. Democrats, who
reclaimed control of the House of

Representatives in the midterms, have now
flipped two Senate seats: Arizona and
Nevada. Republicans gained Senate seats in
Indiana, Missouri and North Dakota. The vic-
tory by Sinema, an Arizona congresswoman,
will provide Democrats a critical extra vote in
the 100-member chamber, which Republicans
will still control when the dust settles from last
week’s closely-watched midterm elections.

With almost all ballots counted from the
November 6 election, Sinema had expanded
her lead each of the last four days. On
Monday evening Sinema was ahead by
38,197 votes, or 1.72 percentage points.
Trump weighed in on the Arizona race after
the election, crying foul when authorities took
days to count ballots and used a procedure
that allowed voters to confirm their signa-
tures in cases where there were discrepan-
cies. “Just out-in Arizona, SIGNATURES
DON’T MATCH. Electoral corruption,”
Trump said on Twitter, citing no proof of
wrongdoing. 

“Call for a new Election? 
We must protect our Democracy!” Flake

has repeatedly stated there has been “no
evidence” of voter fraud, and offered warm,
cross-party congratulations to Sinema on
her victory. “It’s been a wonderful honor
representing Arizona in the Senate. You’ll be
great,” he tweeted. Sinema, who at 42 will be
one of the Senate’s youngest members,
addressed cheering supporters in Phoenix,
where she took a moment on Veterans Day
to thank McSally-the country’s first female
fighter pilot to fly in combat-for her service
to the nation. McSally had embraced Trump

and his policies during her Senate race, and
Sinema appeared to call  out Trump’s
scorched earth tactics in her remarks, as she
called for healing after the tense midterm
elections.

‘Compromise instead of division’ 
“Arizona rejected what has become far

too common in our country: name-calling,
petty personal attacks, and doing and saying
whatever it  takes just to get elected,”
Sinema said. “It’s dangerous, and it lessens
who we are as a country. But Arizona proved
that there is a better way forward,” she
added. “We can work with people who are
different than us, we can be friends with
people who are different than us, we can
love and care about people who are differ-
ent than us.” Sinema also paid tribute to
Arizona native son John McCain, the senator
and 2008 Republican presidential nominee
who emerged as a key Trump critic and who
died of cancer earlier this year. 

“Senator McCain is irreplaceable, but his
example will guide our next steps forward,”
she said. “He taught us to always assume the
best in others, to seek compromise instead
of division, and to always put country ahead
of party.” Sinema’s race was one of three
undecided Senate battles. A fierce fight
remains in Florida, where authorities are
conducting a recount in the race between
Democratic Senator Bill Nelson and his
Republican challenger Rick Scott, who is
Florida’s term-limited governor. Mississippi’s
Senate race is headed to a run-off, which is
expected to be won by Republican incum-
bent Cindy Hyde-Smith. —AFP 

YANGON: Myanmar authorities and citi-
zens leapt to the defense of Aung San Suu
Kyi yesterday after Amnesty International
stripped her of its top award over indiffer-
ence to atrocities committed against
Rohingya Muslims, doubling down on sup-
port for the civilian leader in the face of
global ire. Suu Kyi’s international reputation
as a rights icon is in pieces and Amnesty’s
move is the latest in a string of rescind-
ed accolades. 

Canada revoked her honorary citi-
zenship last month and the US
Holocaust Museum in March took back
an award named after concentration
camp survivor Elie Wiesel. Institutions
that once showered Suu Kyi with titles
are rapidly distancing themselves from a
leader they argue is doing little in the
face of alleged genocide and ethnic
cleansing against its Rohingya minority.

Amnesty’s “Ambassador of
Conscience Award” was bestowed in
2009 and other recipients include Nelson
Mandela, Malala Yousafzai and Ai Wei Wei.
“Today, we are profoundly dismayed that
you no longer represent a symbol of hope,
courage, and the undying defense of human
rights,” Amnesty International chief Kumi
Naidoo said in a letter to Suu Kyi released
by the group. “Amnesty International can-
not justify your continued status as a recip-

ient of the Ambassador of Conscience
award and so with great sadness we are
hereby withdrawing it from you.”

But domestically, Suu Kyi remains popu-
lar across vast swathes of Myanmar and
within her party, the National League for
Democracy, which won elections in 2015
ending decades of military-backed rule. The
stripping of awards not only harms the

“dignity” of Suu Kyi, but also that of all
NLD members, the party’s spokesman Myo
Nyunt told AFP, adding he thought this was
all part of a wider conspiracy. “All these
organizations are working for the Bengalis
who have left the country in order to get
citizenship,” he said, using a pejorative term
for the Rohingya that is widely accepted in
Myanmar and falsely implies they are illegal

immigrants from Bangladesh.
Deputy Minister for Information Aung

Hla Tun told AFP he was personally sad and
disappointed by Amnesty’s announcement
and said Suu Kyi was being treated “unfair-
ly”. Such moves would only “make the peo-
ple love her more”, he added. People on the
street in Yangon were defiant. “Their with-
drawal is pretty childish. It’s like when chil-

dren aren’t getting along with each oth-
er and take back their toys,” 50-year-
old Khin Maung Aye said. “We don’t
need their prize,” said Htay Htay, 60.

More than 720,000 Rohingya were
driven over the border to Bangladesh
in a crackdown that started in August
2017, and refugees have detailed hor-
rific testimony of murder, rape, torture
and arson. The military says it was
defending itself against Rohingya mili-
tants. UN investigators have called for
top generals to be prosecuted for
genocide and accused Suu Kyi’s gov-

ernment of complicity, though has
stopped short of calling for her to be
hauled before a court. Suu Kyi became a
democracy icon after spearheading the
opposition movement to the feared mili-
tary junta, which resulted in her spending
some 15 years under house arrest before
her release in 2010.

She has yet to comment on Amnesty’s

decision herself but has in the past
shrugged off questions about withdrawn
awards. Calls to revoke Suu Kyi’s 1991
Nobel Peace Prize have been rebuffed by
the committee that oversees it. Some think,
however, that Amnesty’s move will be taken
more personally because she became a

cause celebre for the rights group during
her house arrest. “This is effectively an
excommunication of Suu Kyi from the pan-
theon of human rights champions,” Yangon-
based independent analyst David
Mathieson said, adding that the decision
would “sting”. —AFP 
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The latest in a string of rescinded accolades

Myanmar defiant as Amnesty 
pulls Aung San Suu Kyi award

YANGON: File photo shows Myanmar State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi paying
respects to her late father during a ceremony marking the 71st anniversary of
Martyrs’ Day in Yangon. — AFP 

‘Lebanese 
Connection’ 
trial opens 
PARIS: Fifteen alleged members of a
vast crime ring accused of laundering
Colombian drug money through luxury
jewelry and using shadowy middlemen
from the Lebanese diaspora went on
trial in Paris yesterday. The chief defen-
dant is Mohamad Noureddine, a 44-
year-old Lebanese businessman with
interests in real estate and jewelry. He
was arrested in France in January 2016
during police raids that also took place
in Italy, Belgium and Germany, after an
alert from the US Drug Enforcement
Agency. US officials, who have imposed
sanctions on Noureddine over his sup-
posed links to Lebanon’s Hezbollah mil-
itant group, suspect the network of
operating between South America,
Europe and the Middle East since 2012.

They identified France, where sever-
al of the defendants reside, as being at
the centre of the syndicate’s operations
in Europe. The proceeds of cocaine
sales were allegedly collected in

Europe, then channeled to Lebanon
before being transferred to Colombian
traffickers. The funds were moved using
a centuries-old system of payment dat-
ing from the spice trade called
“hawala”, passing through a tested net-
work requiring ironclad trust. Hawala
operators also offer the advantage of
leaving no trace of the transactions. 

A few months after Noureddine’s
arrest US police detained the suspect-
ed head of the network, Mohamad
Ammar, in Florida on charges that he
illegally moved hundreds of thousands
of dollars into Miami banks. Ammar,
who regularly shuttled between
California and Colombia’s second city
Medellin, has since admitted his ties to
Colombian drug cartels, prosecutors
say. Investigators in the “Lebanese
Connection” inquiry, also dubbed the
“Cedar Affair” after Lebanon’s national
tree, suspect a main client was a
Colombian drug king known as El
Chapulin who shipped large quantities
of cocaine to Europe. After the drugs
were sold, the network used hawala
operatives to gather the proceeds,
employing well established techniques
such as regularly changing mobile
phones, coded language and hiding
money in cars. — AFP 
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