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News in brief

Tropical storm lashes Cuba

HAVANA: Tropical Storm Laura pounded Cuba
with heavy rains Monday as it barreled toward
the US, where forecasters predicted it would
strengthen to a hurricane after leaving 24 people
dead and a swath of destruction in the Caribbean.
“Strengthening is expected when the storm
moves over the Gulf of Mexico, and Laura is fore-
cast to become a hurricane,” the US National
Hurricane Center said, predicting it would make
landfall in the US state of Louisiana later in the
week. Meanwhile Tropical Storm Marco-which
also churned through the Gulf of Mexico-was
downgraded from a hurricane overnight and was
forecast to hit Louisiana later Monday, weakening
to a tropical depression on Tuesday. — AFP 

Uganda recalls Denmark envoy 

KAMPALA: Uganda on Monday recalled its
ambassador to Denmark and her deputy, after
the pair were recorded apparently plotting in a
Zoom meeting to steal funds meant to deal with
the COVID-19 crisis. During the meeting, a video
of which circulated on social media, the
Ambassador Nimisha Madhvani, her deputy and
other staff members are heard devising a plot to
share out money which was meant to aid strand-
ed citizens. They appear to suggest that instead
of registering the money for COVID-19 use, it
should be apportioned as an allowance over
eight days for the diplomats. “Give yourselves
$4,000... deputy ambassador Elly Kamahungye
is heard to say, admitting there would be “jum-
bled accounts” while recalling how diplomats
were able to bribe auditors to shelve a previous
probe into embassy accounts. — AFP 

Fire guts Durban mosque 

JOHANNESBURG: A large fire ripped through
the 139-year-old Grey Street Mosque in South
Africa’s southeastern port city of Durban
Monday, emergency services and religious lead-
ers said. The blaze at the mosque, one of the
largest in the southern hemisphere, also damaged
three adjacent buildings in the city’s central busi-
ness district, emergency services spokesman
Robert Mckenzie said. Videos posted on Twitter
showed crowds looking on as curtains of flame
raged through the upper floor of the building.
Firefighters managed to bring the fire under control
in about two hours, before it reached the prayer
area on the ground floor. The cause of the fire was
not immediately clear, but South African Muslim
Network (SAMNET) chairman Faisal Suliman said
it was believed to have started in one of seven staff
flats located above the mosque and may have been
caused by an electrical fault. — AFP 

1100 Nigeria villagers killed 

LAGOS: More than 1,100 villagers have been
killed this year by armed gangs in several states
across central and northwest Nigeria, where
raids have escalated, Amnesty International said
in a report Monday. “The Nigerian authorities
have left rural communities at the mercy of ram-
paging gunmen who have killed at least 1,126
people in the north of the country since January,”
the rights watchdog said, giving a tally until the
end of June. The killings, during attacks by “ban-
dits” or armed cattle rustlers, and  in clashes
between herders and farming communities for
access to land, have been recurrent for several
years. Amnesty said it had interviewed civilians in
Kaduna, Katsina, Niger, Plateau, Sokoto, Taraba
and Zamfara states, who reported living in fear of
attacks and abductions. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo was accused Monday of using US foreign
policy to support President Donald Trump’s reelec-
tion bid after embarking on a trip to the Middle
East, where he plans to remotely deliver an address
to the Republican National Convention. Pompeo
suddenly flew out for a six-day trip to Israel,
Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates and Sudan on
Sunday, with the precise itinerary still uncertain, the
reason for the urgency unclear and only one
reporter in tow, when normally there are several.

“The US commitment to peace, security, and sta-
bility in Israel, Sudan, and among Gulf countries has
never been stronger than under President Trump’s
leadership,” the State Department said, announcing
the trip. Pompeo was meeting Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and other officials on the first
stop in Jerusalem on Monday. Officially, the mission
was to herald the “historic” accord between Israel
and the United Arab Emirates which Trump has
called a success of his administration’s Middle East
peace efforts.

The administration says it is optimistic other
Arab countries will follow suit and recognize Israel,
and Pompeo’s trip appears aimed to step up pres-
sure on Bahrain and Sudan towards that end. But
with polls showing Trump well behind Democratic
rival Joe Biden in the race, critics say the
Republican president is seeking to use Middle East
diplomacy to his domestic political advantage. He is
particularly aiming at building more support among
Jewish and evangelical Christian voters with his
groundbreaking recognition of the holy city of
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in 2017.

Foreign policy ‘stain’ 
But Pompeo’s trip, which coincides with the

opening Monday of the Republican convention to
officially designate Trump the party candidate in the
November 3 election, has raised questions among

diplomacy experts and especially Democrats. While
on his fifth visit to Israel, Pompeo will reportedly
record an address to the convention to be shown
Tuesday. “Secretaries of state have long taken pains
to avoid mixing diplomacy with domestic politics,”
said Democratic Senator Bob Menendez. “Doing so
puts a stain on our nation’s foreign policy and our
electoral process,” he said on Twitter.

Halie Soifer, director of the Jewish Democratic
Council of America, called it “unprecedented and
highly unethical” for Pompeo to address the
Republican fest while on a diplomatic mission. With
Pompeo’s trip, she said, “Trump is once again using
Israel to score political points.” She pointed to
Trump’s statement last week that he had controver-
sially moved the US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv
to Jerusalem only to impress conservative American

Christians, a core group of his support base. “We
moved the capital of Israel to Jerusalem. That’s for
the evangelicals,” Trump said. “The evangelicals are
more excited about that than Jewish people,” he
added. Pompeo’s staff had no comment on the criti-
cisms, some of which cited a law, the Hatch Act,
which bans officials from engaging in electoral poli-
tics while undertaking official duties. The State
Department said Pompeo will address the conven-
tion in his personal and not official capacity. 

“No State Department resources will be used. Staff

are not involved in preparing the remarks or in the
arrangements for Secretary Pompeo’s appearance,” an
official told AFP in a statement. The official added that,
even as it happens during an official trip, the State
Department would not “bear any costs” associated with
the statement. Some critics suspected the entire trip
was arranged as a show for the convention, which will
see Trump and top Republicans appearing on television
for four nights straight to extol his record. Normally a
secretary of state would appear in person to deliver a
powerful message for an incumbent president. — AFP 

Trump seeks to use Mideast diplomacy for political advantage

US Secretary of State Mideast trip: 
Diplomacy or show for US voters?

Mladic: Ruthless Serb 
crusader dubbed the 
‘epitome of evil’
BELGRADE: Ratko Mladic, the former Bosnian Serb
commander whose appeal opened yesterday, saw
himself as a crusading defender of the Serbs but he
was dubbed the “epitome of evil” for the mass
killings his troops carried out during Bosnia’s 1990s
war. The 78-year-old was sentenced to life in prison
in 2017 for genocide and other war crimes that
judges in The Hague said were “amongst the most
heinous known to humankind”.  The atrocities,
including the massacre of some 8,000 Muslim boys
and men in Srebrenica, were carried out by Mladic’s
forces as they tried to rid Bosnian territory of
Croats and Muslims in pursuit of a Serb-only state. 

The UN rights chief Zeid Ra’ad al Hussein
described Mladic as “the epitome of evil” after his
conviction. Captured in 2011 after 16 years on the
run, he is now an ailing shadow of his former self,
dogged by ill-health. He remains a hero to many

Serbs, who deeply distrust the international courts
which have meted out justice for the communal vio-
lence that ruptured former Yugoslavia. But to the
families of war victims, he will forever be associated
with the bloody 44-month siege of Sarajevo and the
1995 massacre in Srebrenica, considered the worst
bloodshed on European soil since World War II. 

After Mladic’s troops overran Srebenica, a
Muslim enclave under UN protection, in 1995, he
arrived on the scene in footage that shows him con-

gratulating troops and assuring locals they would
be safe.  The International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia found him guilty on 10 counts
including genocide, war crimes and crimes against
humanity committed during the 1992-1995 conflict
that killed 100,000 people and displaced 2.2 million.
Mladic has denied all charges, describing them as
“obnoxious” at his first court appearance in 2011. “I
defended my country and my people,” he said.

Born in the village of Bozanovici in eastern
Bosnia, Mladic’s life was struck by bloodshed and
tragedy as a toddler, when his father was killed in
battle with the Ustasha, Croatia’s fascist World War
II regime. Mladic followed his parent’s military path
and was a colonel in the Yugoslav army when the
federation began to crumble in June 1991. 

He was sent to organize the Serb-dominated
army in Croatia, and the following May he was
made commander of Bosnian Serb forces, tasked
with seizing land across Bosnia for Serbs. Former
Yugoslav army spokesperson Ljubodrag
Stojadinovic once described Mladic as “narcissistic,
conceited, vain and arrogant”. In 1994, at the height
of the war, Mladic’s only daughter Ana committed
suicide in Belgrade, aged 23, with her father’s
favorite pistol. — AFP

Belarus authorities 
arrest two leading 
opposition figures 
MINSK: The authorities in Belarus arrested two
leading opposition figures on Monday and called a
Nobel laureate in for questioning, a day after thou-
sands of people defied the army to march demand-
ing the downfall of President Alexander
Lukashenko. Two weeks after an election which his
opponents say he rigged, Lukashenko has shown
little sign of bringing a halt to the demonstrations,
the biggest threat to his 26-year-old rule.

The president, who has called the protesters
“rats”, said last week he ordered police to put down
any demonstrations in Minsk. But tens of thousands
took to the streets on Sunday in one of the biggest
demonstrations since the election, and dispersed
peacefully. In a sign of the peril to an already shaky
economy, several banking sources told Reuters
most banks had effectively run out of foreign cur-
rency to meet surging demand from residents trying
to sell the Belarusian rouble. Queues have become
common at exchange points.

A board member at the Belarus central bank
told Reuters the issue was a technical one involv-
ing the physical availability of banknotes, and did
not signal liquidity problems. A spokesman for

the Coordination Council, an opposition body set
up last week, told Reuters two of its highest pro-
f i le  members, Olga Kovalkova and Sergei
Dylevsky, had been detained on Monday near a
factory entrance.

Separately, Belarusian Nobel laureate author
Svetlana Alexievich has been called in for question-
ing by state investigators over a criminal case
against the Council, the spokesman said, and is due
to meet them today. Alexievich, who won the 2015
Nobel literature prize, is a member of the Council,
which was set up with the stated aim of promoting a
peaceful handover of authority and comprises
dozens of public figures including the former head
of the main state drama theatre.

The government has launched a criminal investi-
gation, calling the Council an illegal attempt to seize
power. Many leading opposition figures are in jail or
have fled the country. “Belarus has changed and
authorities will have to talk to us,” one of the coun-
cil members, Maria Kolesnikova, told reporters.

Central bank board member Dmitry Murin told
Reuters any shortage of foreign currency at
exchange points “has a technical nature - there is an
issue with physical availability of the banknotes.
Banks do not have forex liquidity shortages as of
now.” Banking sources described what appears to
be a serious shortage of hard currency despite an
infusion of cash last week. “There is panic now,
demand for foreign currency cash is very high,” one
currency dealer in Minsk told Reuters, speaking on
condition of anonymity. — Reuters
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Gun couple warns 
GOP convention
CHARLOTTE: Were they exercising their constitu-
tional rights, or recklessly asserting their white priv-
ilege? The couple who brandished guns at protest-
ers and were rewarded with speaking slots at the
Republican convention embody the culture wars
gripping America. And in their few minutes in the
TV spotlight they painted a dangerous, dark vision
of America, where suburbanites will be under threat
if President Donald Trump is not re-elected.

Mark and Patricia McCloskey made world head-
lines in late June when they pointed guns at Black
Lives Matter protesters peacefully marching past
their columned mansion on a private St. Louis street
as part of demonstrations against racial injustice.
Video of the barefoot couple went viral, and the
McCloskeys, both in their early sixties, were
charged with felony unlawful use of weapons.

The McCloskeys have become key exhibits in a
tense national debate involving race and the widen-
ing socio-economic divides, and Trump invited them
to speak Monday on his party’s largely virtual con-
vention’s opening night. Instead of arguing in good
faith about American gun rights, they parroted the
president’s fearful messaging that a Biden adminis-
tration would unleash an invasion of the suburbs.

“What you saw happen to us could just as easily
happen to any of you who are watching from quiet
neighborhoods around our country,” Patricia
McCloskey, sitting next to her husband, warned
viewers in video remarks. “Make no mistake: No
matter where you live, your family will not be safe in
the radical Democrats’ America.” The decision to
feature them at the convention has drawn both
praise and revulsion.  The McCloskeys are law-
abiding heroes to those who see them as die-hard
supporters of 2nd Amendment gun rights defending
their home against potential trespassers. But many
view them as villains-wealthy white lawyers who
threatened violence against people who did not
look like them.

“I thought we were going to die,” Mark
McCloskey told Kimberly Guilfoyle, a senior advisor
to the Trump campaign, on her podcast last month.
“We did nothing wrong and we’re not going to back
down.” The confrontation occurred during a wave
of demonstrations over police brutality and racism
prompted by the police killing in Minneapolis of an
unarmed black man, George Floyd. Trump has
branded himself the “law and order” president in a
bid to claw back ground against Democrat Joe
Biden, who leads in polling. — AFP

THE HAGUE: Bosnian Serb ex-general Ratko Mladic,
who has been sentenced to life imprisonment, arrives
before the international UN tribunal in The Hague
where he is appealing his conviction. — AFP 

MINSK: Opposition supporters rally to protest against disputed presidential elections results in Minsk. — AFP 

JERUSALEM: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (left) and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
bump elbows during a press briefing in Jerusalem. — AFP 


