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News in brief

Iran rights lawyer jailed

GENEVA: Jailed Iranian human rights lawyer Nasrin
Sotoudeh has been sentenced to 38 years in prison and
148 lashes, her husband Reza Khandan wrote in a post
on Facebook yesterday, without specifying what charges
she faced. Sotoudeh’s lawyer, Payam Derafshan, told the
Islamic Republic News Agency (IRNA) in December that
Sotoudeh - arrested last June - had been charged with
spreading information against the state, insulting Iran’s
Supreme Leader and spying. The news of Sotoudeh’s
sentencing came only days after hardline cleric Ebrahim
Raisi was appointed the new head of the judiciary.
Judicial officials were not immediately available on
Monday to comment on the Facebook post. Sotoudeh
had previously served about half of a six-year jail sen-
tence imposed in 2010 for spreading propaganda and
conspiring to harm state security - charges she denied -
before being freed in 2013. —Reuters

Malawi death toll hits 30

BLANTYRE: Floods in southern Malawi have killed 30
people and left over 230,000 people without shelter, a min-
ister said on Sunday. Homeland Security Minister Nicholas
Dausi, whose ministry is also responsible for disaster man-
agement affairs, on Sunday visited people affected by the
deluges in two of the 14 southern districts affected. He said
his ministry had received reports of 30 deaths and about
238,000 villagers losing their homes since the start of the
incessant downpours earlier this week. “Their immediate
needs are food, tents, blankets and chlorine to treat drinking
water and anti-malaria medication,” he said. —AFP 

Azerbaijan launches drills 

BAKU: Azerbaijan yesterday launched major military
drills in a move denounced by Armenia as sabre-rattling
ahead of planned talks between the countries’ leaders
over a disputed region. Arch foes Baku and Yerevan have
been locked for decades in a simmering conflict over
Nagorny Karabakh. The region is surrounded by
Azerbaijan’s territory but was seized by Armenian sepa-
ratists in a war that claimed some 30,000 lives in the
early 1990s, ending in a fragile 1994 truce. “In the course
of the drills, army units will accomplish various tasks
aimed at preparing an offensive operation (against) a
conventional enemy,” Azerbaijan’s defense ministry said
in a statement. The five-day drills will involve 10,000
troops, 500 tanks and armored vehicles, up to 300 mis-
sile artillery units and volley fire reactive systems, and 20
warplanes, the ministry said. —AFP 

Japan marks tsunami ’versary

TOKYO: Bells rang and sirens sounded yesterday as
Japan observed a moment of silence to commemorate
the eighth anniversary of a massive earthquake and
tsunami that left more than 20,000 people dead or miss-
ing, and triggered triple nuclear meltdowns. The quake of
magnitude nine on March 11, 2011 struck north of the
Japanese capital, unleashing a tsunami that engulfed
large swathes of the Pacific coast and caused the world’s
worst nuclear accident in 25 years. “Even now, 14,000
people are enduring protracted, inconvenient lives in
such places as temporary housing,” Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe told a memorial service in Tokyo. “We will
provide seamless support ... and accelerate reconstruc-
tion.” At the ceremony, Yuki Takahashi, who lost his
mother in the tsunami, said, “Keeping in mind precious
lives that were lost, I’ll keep on going to pass on lessons
learned from the disaster.” —Reuters

WASHINGTON: For the second time in less than six
months, a Boeing 737 MAX 8 has crashed minutes
after takeoff and killed everyone on board, raising
fresh questions about the safety of a model that is
crucial to the US giant’s future plans. On Sunday, the
157 passengers and crew members of a 737 MAX
operated by Ethiopian Airlines were killed. Last
October, the same model of plane, operated by Lion
Air, crashed in Indonesia, killing 189. China - an
important market for Boeing - became the first coun-
try to ground the 737 MAX 8 yesterday. Ethiopian
Airlines did the same, saying the decision came as an
“extra safety precaution.”

Only the flight data and cockpit conversation con-
tained in the doomed air-
craft’s two black boxes can
provide tangible evidence of
what may have caused the
latest accident - technical
problems, pilot error or a
combination of factors. “The
pilot mentioned that he had
difficulties and he wants to
return. He was given clear-
ance” to turn around,
Ethiopian Airlines chief exec-
utive Tewolde GebreMariam
told reporters in Addis Ababa. Weather conditions were
good in the Ethiopian capital at the time of the flight.

Coincidence or repeat problem?
While Teal Group expert Richard Aboulafia said it

was “too soon to make any kind of meaningful com-
ment,” another industry expert stressed the similari-
ties between the two incidents. “It’s the same plane.
Like Lion Air, the (Ethiopian Airlines) accident took
place shortly after takeoff and the pilots signaled they
were experiencing problems, then the plane crashed.
The similarities are clear,” the expert added, request-
ing anonymity to speak freely on the matter.

Chinese aviation authorities also noted the “simi-
larities” between the two deadly incidents, saying
operations would only resume after “confirming the
relevant measures to effectively ensure flight safe-
ty.” Boeing has delivered 76 of the aircraft to
Chinese airlines, and another 104 are on order,
according to data from the company’s website. But
Michel Merluzeau, director of Aerospace & Defense
Market Analysis, noted that “these are the only simi-
larities, and the comparison stops there as we do not
have any other reliable information at this juncture.”

In both cases, the air carriers have solid reputations.
Since the Lion Air accident, the 737 MAX has faced
growing skepticism from the aviation community. The

program had already encoun-
tered problems during devel-
opment. In May 2017, Boeing
had halted 737 MAX test
flights due to quality con-
cerns with the engine pro-
duced by CFM International,
a company jointly owned by
France’s Safran Aircraft
Engines and GE Aviation. In
late January, 350 of the nar-
row-body, twin-engine
planes were delivered to cus-

tomers out of 5,011 orders from Boeing.
The latest accident is a major blow for Boeing,

whose MAX carriers are the latest version of the
Boeing 737, its bestseller of all times with more
than 10,000 aircraft produced. “MAX is a very
important program for Boeing in the next decade. It
represents 64 percent of the company’s production
to 2032, and has significant operational margins,”
said Merluzeau. “It is an essential tool to global
transport and trade.” He said the next 24 hours are
“key” for Boeing to manage the crisis with both
travelers and investors worried about the reliability
of its plane.

Market backlash expected
Boeing said it was “deeply saddened” by the Ethiopian

Airlines incident, adding that a technical team would be
providing assistance to investigators. The expert who
requested anonymity said Boeing will likely face some
backlash in the markets, but the damage will likely be lim-
ited for the group, whose only significant competitor is
Airbus. The plane’s future is so important for Boeing that
if any technical corrections are needed, it will make them.

Following the October 29 incident in Indonesia, the

aerospace community raised questions about the lack
of information on the plane’s anti-stall system. After
investigators said the doomed aircraft had problems
with its airspeed indicator and angle of attack (AoA)
sensors, Boeing issued a special bulletin telling opera-
tors what to do when they face the same situation. An
AoA sensor provides data about the angle at which air
passes over the wings and tells pilots how much lift a
plane is getting. The information can be critical in pre-
venting an aircraft from stalling. —AFP

737 MAX test flights halted due to quality concerns

Boeing 737 MAX safety record 
questioned after 2 tragedies

RENTON: Boeing 737 MAX 7 taxis at Boeing Field, in Seattle, Washington. Tumbling shares in US aviation
giant Boeing yesterday tore a hole in the Dow Jones Industrial Average, sending the benchmark index
into the red for a sixth day.  —AFP

Protests in
Nigeria’s Port
Harcourt over 
vote suspension 
PORT HARCOURT: Several thousand
people yesterday protested against the
suspension of governorship elections in
Nigeria’s volatile Rivers state following
widespread disruption to the vote. The
All Progressives Congress and African
Action Congress marched with civil
society groups in the state capital, Port
Harcourt, calling for results to be
announced.

The Independent National Electoral
Commission halted the count on Sunday,
citing violence at polling stations, kidnap-
ping of staff, confiscation and destruction
of results. “As a stakeholder in peace, we
are not happy that this process was
aborted mid-way,” protest organizer and
APC member of the Rivers state parlia-
ment Victoria Nyeche told AFP.

“INEC should conclude the elections
by announcing results. If there are issues

the election tribunal is there to resolve
them.  “What INEC has done is illegal
and an invitation to crisis.” AFP
reporters in Port Harcourt said the
atmosphere was tense, and soldiers
manned roadblocks throughout the city,
which has long been a flashpoint for
political violence. The APC of President
Muhammadu Buhari-which is in power
nationally but in opposition in Rivers-
had no candidate in the governorship
election because of irregularities in its
primaries. It urged supporters to back
the AAC’s candidate.

Many of those protesting on Monday
chanted slogans against the incumbent
governor Nyesom Wike, of the Peoples
Democratic Party. The PDP has
described the suspension of the count as
a “barefaced assault... akin to a coup
d’etat” and condemned the use of sol-
diers to “ambush the electoral process”.
“Army, police and INEC are working
with APC to subvert the will of Rivers
people,” added Wike. But the military
said it had “credible intelligence” that
armed thugs in army uniform had imper-
sonated soldiers to commit electoral
crimes for their political paymasters.

Situation Room, an umbrella group of
more than 70 civil society organizations
monitoring the vote, renewed its call for

an independent inquiry into the entire
election. It said Saturday’s vote, and the
presidential and parliamentary polls of
February 23, failed to meet the threshold
for credible polls. Dozens of people have
been killed, including in Rivers, where it
said since 2011 the “environment for

elections feels like a war, disenfranchis-
ing citizens who want to participate”.
“This has gravely undermined gover-
nance and security in the state,” it
added, calling for an end to the impunity
enjoyed by those who orchestrate the
unrest. —AFP

PORT HARCOURT: Policemen stand as a protester shouts slogans and waves a
placard to protest against the suspension governorship elections in Port
Harcourt, Rivers State yesterday. —AFP

Venezuela still
in dark, Guaido 
wants ‘state of 
alarm’ declared
CARACAS: Venezuela’s opposition
leader Juan Guaido will ask lawmakers
yesterday to declare a “state of alarm”
over the country’s devastating blackout
in order to facilitate the delivery of inter-
national aid-a chance to score points in
his power struggle with President
Nicolas Maduro. At least 15 patients
with advanced kidney disease were
reported to have died since the massive
power outage began on Thursday, as
hospitals struggled to provide emer-
gency services and the threat of spoiling
food supplies put many on edge.

“We must attend to this catastrophe
immediately. We cannot turn away
from it,” said Guaido, the 35-year-old
leader of the National Assembly who in
January declared himself interim presi-
dent, triggering a power struggle in the
oil-rich South American country of 30
million. On Sunday, he told reporters
he would convene an emergency ses-
sion of  the opposit ion-control led
National  Assembly to declare the
“state of alarm”-setting up another
test of wills with Maduro. Last month,
Maduro used the military to block an
opposition bid to bring in more than
250 tons of supplies over land from
Colombia and Brazil.

On Sunday, the embattled president-
who has presided over a calamitous
economic collapse that has left people

in need of basic food and medicine-
vowed not to back down. “This
macabre strategy to bring us to a con-
frontation wil l  fai l ,”  he wrote on
Twitter. Power was restored late
Sunday in some areas of the capital
Caracas, sparking enthusiastic cheers.
But already twice so far, the restoration
of electricity has been f leeting.
Businesses and schools remain closed
yesterday. In any event, the ongoing
lack of public transport made travel
difficult, even in Caracas.

Military stance 
Guaido has called for more street

protests to pressure Maduro to step
down, following up on Saturday’s rally.
“You have the right to go into the street,
to protest, to demand, because this
regime is letting Venezuelans die,” he
said Sunday, appealing to the armed
forces “to stop covering for the dicta-
tor.” Guaido is recognized by more than
50 countries as Venezuela’s acting pres-
ident, which have backed his calls for
new polls, but the military high com-
mand has so far stood by Maduro
despite a plummeting economy and
deep discontent.

In Washington, National Security
Advisor John Bolton suggested mem-
bers of the military were reconsidering
their support for Maduro. “There are
countless conversations going on
between members of the National
Assembly and members of the military in
Venezuela, talking about what might
come, how they might move to support
the opposition,” Bolton said in an inter-
view on ABC’s “This Week.” One reason
the security forces have refrained from
arresting Guaido, he said, “is Maduro
fears if he gave that order, it would not
be obeyed.”

Electromagnetic attack? 
Maduro blames “imperialism” for the

country’s accumulating woes, and claims
the power outage was caused by an elec-
tromagnetic attack on the Guri hydro-
electric complex, which supplies 80 per-
cent of Venezuela’s electricity. Guaido
dismissed that explanation as
“Hollywoodesque.” Critics blame the
government for failing to maintain the
power grid, as did the Lima Group, a pri-
marily Latin American bloc.

For ordinary Venezuelans, the black-
out-one of the worst and longest in
recent memory-has piled misery upon an
already agonizing day-to-day struggle to
survive in a country now in economic
freefall. “Every day is worse,” said
Edward Cazano, a 20-year-old who lives
with his mother and three brothers in a
poor Caracas neighborhood called Pinto

Salinas. “We have the worst services in
the world: no light, no water, sometimes
no gas.” Hospitals with back-up genera-
tors were using them for emergency serv-
ices, leaving patients to cope in the dark. 

Dialysis patients at risk 
No national data was available about

the impact of the power outage, but the
Codevida health rights group reported
the deaths of the 15 kidney dialysis
patients-a toll the government denied.
Francisco Valencia, the group’s director,
said some 10,200 people were at risk
because dialysis units had switched off.
“This is agony. They’re imposing a cur-
few on us from 5:00 pm. We head out
early to buy what we can and we hurry
home,” said Yadira Delgado, a 49-year-
old who lives with her mother and teen
daughter. —AFP

CARACAS: People gather to collect water in Caracas, during the fourth day of a
massive power outage which has left Venezuelans without communications,
electricity and water.  —AFP

Second deadly 
crash in less 

than 6 months


