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News in brief

Explosion hits weapons depot

BAGHDAD: A weapons depot belonging to Iraq’s
federal police force exploded on Sunday in
Baghdad’s southern suburbs because of high sum-
mer temperatures and poor storage, the military
said in a statement. Multiple explosions could be
heard in Baghdad on Sunday evening. Security
sources said the depot, which is part of a military
base used by both the police and paramilitary
forces, was one that had caught fire in August last
year. That fire also set off explosions heard across
Baghdad, killing one person and injuring 29 others.
There were no casualties reported immediately on
Sunday. Iraqi paramilitary groups with links to
Iran last year blamed a series of blasts at their
weapons depots and bases on the United States
and Israel as tension escalated between
Washington and Tehran. — AFP 

All-out war unlikely: Hezbollah 

BEIRUT: The deputy leader of Lebanon’s powerful
Hezbollah movement on Sunday dismissed the
prospect of an escalation of violence between the
Iran-backed movement and Israel despite
increased tensions in the last week. “The atmos-
phere does not indicate a war ... It’s unlikely, the
atmosphere of war in the next few months,” Sheikh
Naim Qassem said in an interview with pro-
Damascus television station al Mayadeen. Tensions
rose along Israel’s frontier with Syria and Lebanon
after Lebanon’s Hezbollah militia said a fighter was
killed in an apparent Israeli strike on the edge of
Damascus last week. After two Hezbollah members
were killed in Damascus in August 2019, Hezbollah
leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah vowed the group
would respond if Israel killed any more of its fight-
ers inside Syria. — Reuters 

Israeli drone falls in Lebanon

JERUSALEM: The Israeli army said Sunday one
of its drones had come down in Lebanese territo-
ry, following a reinforcement of its presence at its
northern frontier near Lebanon. The drone fell
“during IDF operational activity” along the bor-
der, the army said in a statement. “There is no risk
of breach of information.” Israel regularly deploys
drones over Lebanon, in particular to monitor the
movements of pro-Iran armed group Hezbollah,
an arch-enemy of the Jewish state and a heavy-
weight in Lebanese politics. During a visit on
Sunday to a military base near the border, Israeli
Defense Minister Benny Gantz said that “Lebanon
and Syria are responsible for what happens on
and from their territory”.  “We are not trying to
escalate the situation, but whoever wants to test
us will see a very strong reaction,” Gantz warned,
according to a statement from his office. — AFP 

Douglas threatens Hawaii 

HONOLULU: Hurricane Douglas threatened to
become only the third storm of its size on record
to hit Hawaii as it barrelled through the Pacific
late on Sunday, after the year’s first major
Atlantic weather system lashed Texas. The cate-
gory one storm was around 75 miles (120 kilome-
ters) north of capital Honolulu at 9:00 pm (0700
GMT Monday) and was moving away from the
city, according to the National Hurricane Center
(NHC). But Douglas was still packing winds of up
to 85 miles per hour (140 kph) and approaching
the western island of Kauai, the center’s forecast
said. It is rare for severe storms to make landfall
in Hawaii and if Douglas does so it will be only
the third in modern history after Dot in 1959 and
Iniki in 1992.— AFP

SYDNEY: Countries around Asia are confronting a
second wave of coronavirus infections and are
clamping down again to try to contain the disease,
with Australia recording a record daily rise in cases
and Vietnam locking down the city of Danang.
Mainland China is battling the most aggressive
return of COVID-19 in months, confirming 57 new
locally transmitted cases on Sunday, the highest lev-
el since early March, driven by fresh infections in
the far western region of Xinjiang. In the northeast,
Liaoning province reported a fifth straight day of
new infections and Jilin province reported two new
cases, its first since late May.

Hong Kong is expected to announce further
restrictions including a ban on restaurant dining and
mandated face masks outdoors, local media report-
ed. The measures, which are expected to take effect
from tomorrow, would be the first time the city has
completely banned dining in restaurants. Australian
authorities warned a six-week lockdown in parts of
the southeastern Victoria state may last longer after
the country registered its highest daily increase in
infections.

Most of Australia is effectively virus-free but
flare-ups in the two most populous southeastern
states have authorities scrambling to prevent a
wider national outbreak. “The tragedy of COVID-19
is that we know, with the number of new infections
that we have seen today, that there will be many
further deaths in the days ahead,” Australia’s
Deputy Chief Medical Officer Michael Kidd told
reporters. In Japan, the government said it would
urge business leaders to ramp up anti-virus meas-
ures such as staggered shifts, and aimed to see rates

of telecommuting achieved during an earlier state of
emergency.

“At one point, commuter numbers were down by
70 to 80%, but now it’s only about 30%,” Economy
Minister Yasutoshi Nishimura said late on Sunday.
“We really don’t want to backtrack on this, so we
have to explore new ways of working and keep
telecommuting high.” Japan has avoided mass infec-

tions but a record surge in cases during the past
week in Tokyo and other urban centers has experts
worried the country faces a second wave. Vietnam
is evacuating 80,000 people, mostly local tourists,
from the central city of Danang after three residents
tested positive for the coronavirus at the weekend,
the government said yesterday.

The Southeast Asian country is back on high
alert after the government on Saturday confirmed
its first community infections since April, and anoth-
er three cases on Sunday, all in Danang. In the
Philippines, President Rodrigo Duterte is expected
to focus on COVID-19 and the economy in his

annual State of the Nation Address yesterday.
Manila is weighing whether to re-impose stricter
lockdown measures after easing them saw a dra-
matic surge in infections and deaths, with 62,326
cases reported since the first lockdown was relaxed

June 1. Elsewhere in Southeast Asia, Malaysia is
expected to announce new measures to contain the
outbreak as authorities struggle to contain more
than a dozen new clusters that have appeared since
curbs were lifted last month. — Reuters

China reports virus spike as global cases pass 16 million

Second wave of coronavirus in 
Asia prompts fresh lockdowns

Turkish philanthropist 
Kavala seen as threat
by Erdogan
ISTANBUL: Osman Kavala, imprisoned in Turkey
for nearly three years without ever being convicted
of a crime, is a philanthropist and businessman who
supporters say has tirelessly used his wealth to help
society. He was not much known to the public
before but he has been singled out by authorities
under President Recep Tayyip Erdogan as a threat
in the wake of the 2016 failed coup. 

Kavala has been behind bars for 1,000 days
Monday, prompting his supporters to campaign on
social media and elsewhere with the hashtag
#FreeOsmanKavala. “We’ve had 1,000 days stolen
from our life... my husband’s mother is over the age
of 90 and she doesn’t know whether she will ever
see her son again,” his wife, Ayse Bugra, said during
an online press conference Saturday.

The 62-year-old was excluded when April legis-
lation allowed for the release of thousands of pris-
oners as a safety measure against the coronavirus
outbreak. After his acquittal by a court in February
over the 2013 anti-government protests, police held
Kavala on a separate charge, linking him to the
failed coup. He is now accused of seeking to over-
throw the constitutional order and espionage.
Kavala’s lawyer Ilkan Koyuncu said Saturday there
was “no evidence” to prove the businessman had
committed any crime.

‘Never patronized’
Born in Paris in 1957, Kavala graduated from the

University of Manchester after studying economics
and following his father’s death in 1982, he took the
helm of his business. But he always supported art
projects, helped build bridges and turn ideas into a
reality by funding them. Humble but stubborn, polite
but direct, bossy but never patronizing: this is how
his friends described him. “I would rather describe
him as a colleague than a boss. Osman bey has nev-
er patronized us,” Asena Gunal, director general of
Anatolian Culture, told AFP, using an honorific title
to show her respect for him. 

Kavala is chairman of Anatolian Culture, or

Anadolu Kultur in Turkish, which promotes human
rights through art-including with neighboring
Armenia, with which Turkey has no diplomatic ties.
“He has never boasted of his wealth but has a humble
personality who feels embarrassed of whatever he
owns,” said Gunal at the Depo arts centre in Istanbul’s
upscale Tophane district. It was a former tobacco
depot-inherited by Kavala from his father that was
restored in 2008 as a culture and arts centre.

Kavala, who is in the heavily guarded Silivri
prison on the outskirts of Istanbul, has become a
symbol of what critics say is a crackdown on civil
society. Umit Kivanc, an author whose friendship
with Kavala dates back to over 40 years, said the
philanthropist was misunderstood by secular people
and denounced the labels characterizing him as a
rich man who leads a bourgeois life. “He’s a man
who works for justice in the world. His father died
and he took over the business. Osman doesn’t even
lead a bourgeois life,” Kivanc said. — AFP

Vietnam locks
down Danang,

tourists to 
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Guns and glory: The 2 
Koreas mark armistice
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un was
shown surrounded by pistol-toting generals while in
the South masked veterans were socially distanced
as the two sides yesterday separately marked the
armistice that ended Korean War hostilities. The
contrasting events marked 67 years since the cease-
fire that left the peninsula divided and millions of
families split by the Demilitarized Zone. In the
North’s capital, Kim handed out commemorative
pistols to dozens of generals and senior officers, who
pledged their loyalty to him, state media reported.

The North reported its first suspected case of
novel coronavirus infection at the weekend - after
insisting for months it had kept itself free of the dis-
ease that has swept the world - but pictures showed
the generals all gathered close together for a group
photo, none of them wearing masks. In Seoul,
scores of veterans - in facial coverings and socially
distanced seats - attended a ceremony paying trib-
ute to their efforts, themed “Days of Glory”.

On screen, dramatic reconstructions of the war
were interspersed with interviews with foreign vet-
erans, and messages of support from current lead-
ers of the countries that sent troops to support the
South, among them US President Donald Trump and
his French counterpart Emmanuel Macron. Millions
of people were killed during the three-year conflict,

which began when the Communist North invaded
the US-backed South as leader Kim Il Sung-grand-
father of the incumbent-sought to reunify by force
the peninsula Moscow and Washington had divided
at the end of  World War II.

The Chinese- and Soviet-backed North fought
to a standstill against the South and a US-led
United Nations coalition. Hostilities ended on July
27, 1953 with a ceasefire that has never been
replaced by a peace treaty. The North has subse-
quently built up a nuclear arsenal that it says it
needs to protect itself against a US invasion, and
has been subjected to multiple international sanc-

tions as a result.  Pyongyang regards the conflict -
which it calls the Glorious Fatherland Liberation
War - as a victory and the official news agency
KCNA reported that Kim presented his generals at
the weekend with “commemorative pistols bearing
his august name in token of his trust”. The weapons
were named after Mount Paektu, the dormant vol-
cano on the Chinese-Korean border that is regard-
ed as the spiritual birthplace of the Korean people.

In the pictures, the chief of the general staff Vice
Marshal Pak Jong Chon, who was sitting to Kim’s
right, carefully pointed his pistol upwards rather
than towards the leader. — AFP

‘Virtual kidnappings’ 
warning for Chinese 
students in Australia
SYDNEY: Elaborate “virtual kidnappings” are
being used to extort money from the friends and
relatives of Chinese students Down Under,
Australian police warned yesterday, after a spate of
transnational scams were reported. Police said that
conmen claiming to be Chinese authorities had net-
ted millions of US dollars in ransoms by scaring stu-
dents into faking their own kidnappings. The scam-
mers-often calling in Mandarin and claiming to be
from the Chinese embassy, police or consulate-ini-
tially say the victim is accused of a crime in China
or tell them their identity has been stolen before
threatening them with deportation or arrest unless a
fee is paid, police said.

The fraudsters then continue to threaten the vic-
tim, often over encrypted message services, until
they transfer large sums into offshore bank
accounts. In some cases, victims were told to cease
contact with friends and relatives, then make videos
of themselves tied up and blindfolded with the con-
men using the footage to demand ransoms. Police
said at least eight cases have led to more than
Aus$3 million (US$2.1 million) in ransom payments
this year in Australia.

Other incidents have been detected elsewhere
around the world, and Australian police said the
scams had been “developed considerably over the
last decade by transnational organized crime syndi-
cates”. Victims are “traumatized by what has
occurred, believing they have placed themselves, and
their loved ones, in real danger”, New South Wales
Police assistant commissioner Peter Thurtell said.
Over 1,000 “Chinese authority” scams were record-
ed last year by Australia’s consumer watchdog.

Exiled Chinese dissidents and members of perse-
cuted ethnic groups have also reported harassment
from Chinese authorities, including threatening
phonecalls. Chinese officials said no authority
would contact students on their mobile to demand
money. The warning comes as the university sector
attempts to lure back lucrative international stu-
dents online and prepare for any possible relaxation
of virus travel restrictions. — AFP

ISTANBUL: Director General of the Anatolian Culture
Asena Gunal stands in front of Osman Kavala’s por-
trait during an interview at Anatolian Cultur Center in
Istanbul. — AFP 

SEOUL: Members of a military band play their instruments during a UN Forces Participation Day event mark-
ing the anniversary of the signing of the Korean War armistice agreement in Seoul  yesterday. — AFP 

DALIAN: People line up to undergo COVID-19 tests at a makeshift testing center in Dalian, in China’s
northeast Liaoning province yesterday. — AFP 


