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Strache pleads not guilty 

VIENNA: Austria’s former vice-chancellor and longtime
leader of the far-right Freedom Party pleaded not guilty in
his trial for alleged corruption yesterday, in a case stem-
ming from a scandal that brought down the government.
Heinz-Christian Strache, one of Europe’s most high-profile
far-right leaders, was forced to resign as vice-chancellor in
2019 after a video was published showing him offering
public contracts in return for electoral campaign support
from a woman posing as a Russian investor. The scandal,
dubbed “Ibiza-gate” because the video was secretly filmed
on the Spanish party island, spawned a sweeping corrup-
tion investigation which uncovered several different accu-
sations of wrongdoing. A prosecutor laid out the charges in
the current trial yesterday, saying Strache stood accused of
a “serious crime” that was “no trivial offence”. —AFP 

Caceres’ murderer convicted 

TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras: The general manager of a
hydroelectric company in Honduras on Monday became
the eighth person convicted in the 2016 murder of a
renowned environmentalist. A judge said Roberto David
Castillo, a former member of the armed forces who gradu-
ated from the West Point military academy in New York,
was the “co-perpetrator of the crime of murder.” The vic-
tim, Berta Caceres, was a fervent opponent of the activities
of the Desarrollos Energeticos S.A. (DESA) company in
indigenous territories in Honduras. Castillo is due to be
sentenced on August 3. —AFP 

Convictions overturned by court 

LONDON: Appeal court judges in London yesterday
overturned the convictions of three black men for
attempting to rob a corrupt police officer nearly half a
century ago. The Court of Appeal cleared the trio follow-
ing a referral by a criminal cases review commission, and
comes just over a year after the acquittals of four men in
a similar case. The latest ruling is the third time convic-
tions have been overturned based on the tarnished evi-
dence of discredited British Transport Police officer
Detective Sergeant Derek Ridgewell. The three men-all
aged between 17 and 20 at the time-and three friends
were accused of trying to rob Ridgewell in 1972 on the
London Underground while travelling from Stockwell
station, south London. —AFP 

Rescue ship seeks EU port 

MARSEILLE, France: The Ocean Viking migrant rescue
ship urged EU members yesterday to allow 572 people
picked up in the Mediterranean Sea over three days to be
brought ashore. The NGO vessel carried out one of its
largest rescues in years on Sunday night, involving a boat
that set off from Libya with 369 men, women and children
and that was at risk of capsizing. “Such large unseaworthy
wooden boats launched from the coast of Libya had not
been encountered by our teams in several years,” the
Ocean Viking’s operator, SOS Mediterranee, said in a
statement. The operation was Ocean Viking’s sixth rescue
within days and brought the total number of migrants
onboard to 527. —AFP 

Court upholds Wilders insult conviction

THE HAGUE, Netherlands: The highest Dutch court
yesterday upheld Geert Wilders’ conviction for collec-
tively insulting Moroccan people at a 2014 rally, saying
politicians too “must adhere to the basic rule of law”.
The case in which the far-right Dutch leader is accused
of asking supporters seven years ago whether they
wanted “fewer Moroccans” in the Netherlands, went to
the supreme court after his conviction was previously
upheld by lower courts. An appeals court in 2020 main-
tained Wilders’ conviction, but it threw out a charge of
inciting discrimination over the 2014 gathering, where
the crowd chanted back “Fewer! Fewer!” to Wilders’
question. —AFP

LIBREVILLE, Gabon: Larry, a scrawny eight-year-
old, struggles to haul along a sack that is bigger
than he is, crammed with bits of metal that have
caught his eye. Dressed in ragged clothing and rub-
ber boots, dozens of children like him live and scav-
enge on the Mindoube rubbish tip on the outskirts
of Libreville, the capital of oil-rich Gabon.
Makeshift dwellings of sheet metal and recycled
materials have been built on the landfill, a mountain
several tens of meters (dozens of feet) high and
hundreds of meters (yards) long.

Every day, dump trucks discharge about 800
tons of waste. Diggers churn the garbage in a con-
stant hubbub of heavy machinery while a stink,
fuelled by the sultry tropical heat, emerges from the
debris. In the middle of this, children wander in
search of metals, especially copper, which they can
sell for 2,000 CFA francs (around $3.5 / three
euros) per kilo (2.2 pounds). Acrid smoke pervades
the neighborhood when the scavengers burn elec-
tronic objects, such as televisions or computers, to
strip out the copper elements inside. “I work there
15 hours a day,” says Larry, who has been coming
to Mindoube for several months. “I don’t go to
school any more. I don’t have a choice,” he said, his
gaze fixed on the mounds of trash. “I earn a few
thousand francs each day.”

‘Children who die’ 
At that moment, a boy throws an empty paint can

under the wheels of a dump truck, wanting to flatten
it while the vehicle backs up. The boy, in a T-shirt
much too big for his frail body, is just a few cen-
timeters (inches) from being crushed by its tyres.

“Stand back, don’t get so close!” yelled Grace
Ongo-Mbou, president of the Gabonese civic rights
association Les Guerriers du Social (Social Justice
Warriors). Her NGO is campaigning to raise aware-
ness for children who work on the waste tip, urging
them to go to school and organizing sports events.
“The state must ban child labor on the landfill,”
Ongo-Mbou said. “You can find five-year-old chil-
dren here, there are children who also die, crushed
by the trucks, who get injured. It kills me to see chil-
dren grubbing in the waste.” 

Gabon, a small central African country of two
million souls, is one of the continent’s largest oil
producers, and one of the richest per capita in the
region. Yet according to the World Bank, a third of
Gabon’s people lived below the poverty line in 2017.
The situation has since worsened as the COVID-19
pandemic severely slowed the economy. “We have
seen more and more children coming to work at the
landfill over the past year,” said Roselin Bendome,
who also works with Les Guerriers du Social. “The
state has to take care of them.”

Health risks 
The scavengers are exposed to numerous health

dangers, from skin rashes to respiratory diseases.
“I’m worried for my health but we have to do it,”
said Ekomi, 12, who has been coming to the dump
for the past fortnight. Daniel, 17, walks around shirt-
less, revealing a huge scar across his chest, which he
said was caused by a metal bar. He said he comes to
“make a bit of money and help the family”. The
tough teenager says he can earn some 15,000 CFA
francs (around 23 euros) a day. He lives alone in a

small hut made of wooden pallets, keeping his
clothes in a discarded cooler. “This is our livelihood,
our daily life,” says Crepin, a young man of 20 who
has been scavenging on the waste tip for five years.
He was hauling a bag of copper and wore a t-shirt

on his head to protect himself from the sun. Crepin
and others like him see no other choice to survive
than to work at the mountain of junk, in a country
with an unemployment rate of 20 percent in 2020,
according to the World Bank. —AFP

‘I work 15 hours a day, I don’t go to school and I don’t have a choice’

Going to waste: The children who 
survive on Gabon’s garbage dumps

LIBREVILLE: Young men search through trash at the Mindoube dump in Libreville. —AFP

Top Belarus opposition
figure Babaryko
jailed for 14 years
MOSCOW: One of Belarus’s leading opposition
figures was sentenced to 14 years in prison yester-
day, the latest move in a months-long crackdown
on crit ics of strongman leader Alexander
Lukashenko. Former banker Viktor Babaryko-con-
sidered one of Lukashenko’s strongest opponents-
was handed the sentence by the Supreme Court in
Minsk. His Twitter account, which is run by sup-
porters, said he would serve the 14 years “in a
maximum security colony.”

The 57-year-old was arrested in June last year
on fraud charges ahead of a disputed presidential
election that sparked demonstrations which gripped
the ex-Soviet country for months. Babaryko was
accused of receiving bribes and of money launder-
ing when he was head of Belgazprombank, the
Belarusian branch of a bank belonging to Russian
energy giant Gazprom. He was also ordered to pay

46 million Belarusian rubles ($18 million, 15 million
euros) in damages, according to local independent
rights group Viasna.

‘14 years for an idea’ 
Exi led opposit ion leader Svetlana

Tikhanovskaya called the verdict “insane” and
said it was aimed at silencing Babaryko. “14 years
for faith in an idea,” Tikhanovskaya, who fled
abroad after claiming to win the vote against
Lukashenko, wrote on the Telegram messaging
app. “The regime is doing everything to kill ideas
in us that are even remotely similar to hope.” The
US embassy in Minsk cal led the sentence a
“sham” and said it showed that “the Lukashenko
regime will stop at nothing to keep power.”

Western diplomats were present at the hearing,
according to Viasna, which said two people were
detained outside the court after “dozens” of
Babaryko supporters arrived at the building but were
not permitted inside the courtroom. Prosecutors had
requested a 15-year sentence, the maximum possible
punishment. Babaryko denied any wrongdoing
throughout his trial. The sentence is not subject to
appeal. Babaryko was also fined the equivalent of

about 45,000 euros ($53,000) and barred from
holding senior official positions. Seven other defen-
dants in the case, including several Belgazprombank
executives, were prosecuted on the charges. They all
pleaded guilty and yesterday were sentenced to
terms of between three and six years. —AFP
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MINSK, Belarus: Opposition politician and banker Viktor
Babaryko, charged with corruption and money launder-
ing, stands inside a defendants’ cage during his sen-
tencing in Minsk yesterday. —AFP

South Africa’s Zuma 
back in court in fresh
bid to avoid jail
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s ex-president
Jacob Zuma, who has been handed a 15-month jail
term for contempt, made another legal attempt
yesterday to dodge incarceration going to court
to seek the suspension of an arrest order. His lat-
est bid in the Pietermaritzburg High Court came
as police said they will not make any move to
arrest him until he has fully exhausted his legal
battle against the sentence. Zuma has mounted a
two-pronged last-ditch attempt to avoid jail after
the Constitutional Court, the country’s top judicial
authority, slapped him with the sentence last
week.

He was told to turn himself in by midnight on
Sunday, failing which police would be instructed to
arrest him within the following three days. On Friday,
Zuma, 79, rushed to court seeking to halt the execu-
tion of the arrest order. His lawyer Dali Mpofu told
the Pietermaritzburg High Court, as it started sitting,

that he was “effectively” seeking to interdict the
execution of the arrest warrant for a man who turns
80 on his next birthday and whose “health condition
is uncontestably precarious”, is not a flight risk and
is in the care and security of the state.

‘Volatile security situation’ 
Before the hearing even started, lawyers for the

police had written to Constitutional Court saying
they will pause on the order to arrest Zuma given
the “unique situation presented by the developments
and the legal matrix involved.” Mpofu commended
the police for considering “the aggravated situation
in the country around this matter,” pointing to the
“volatile security situation that may be posed by this
matter”. The hearing continued yesterday. Zuma has
separately pleaded with the Constitutional Court to
reconsider and rescind its jail order. That challenge
will be heard on July 12 He was ordered to be jailed
for disobeying a court order to appear before a
commission probing massive state corruption under
his nine-year tenure.

His ruling African National Congress (ANC) has
vowed not to interfere in Zuma’s attempt to evade
jail because “we believe that the judiciary must be
left to make its own decisions”. “The interests of an

individual cannot take precedence over or jeopard-
ize the interests of our democracy or of the nation,”
said the party’s deputy secretary general Jesse
Duarte following a special meeting of the ANC’s
National Executive Committee held on Monday.
“We believe that the judiciary must be left to make
its own decisions,” she said.—AFP

NKANDLA, SOUTH AFRICA: Former South African presi-
dent Jacob Zuma removes his eyeglasses as he
addresses the media in his home in Nkandla, KwaZulu-
Natal. —AFP

Pope Francis 
‘had breakfast and
walked’ after operation
ROME: Pope Francis, 84, yesterday had breakfast
and got up to walk, two days after undergoing sur-
gery for an inflamed large colon, the Vatican
announced. “His Holiness Pope Francis rested well
during the night,” spokesman Matteo Bruni said in
an update following Sunday’s operation. “This morn-
ing he had breakfast, he read some newspapers and
got up to walk.” Bruni added that the results from
routine check-ups “are good”.

The Argentine pontiff underwent a planned oper-
ation on Sunday for what the Vatican described as
symptomatic diverticular stenosis of the colon. Also
known as diverticulitis, it is a potentially painful
inflammation of pockets that form in the colon. The
three-hour operation was conducted under general
anaesthetic and Francis underwent a left hemicolec-
tomy, in which the descending colon-the part
attached to the rectum-is removed. The remaining
bit of the colon is then attached directly to the rec-
tum. On Monday, Bruni said the pope was “in good
general condition, alert and breathing spontaneous-

ly”, adding that he would stay in Rome’s Gemelli
hospital for around seven days unless there were
complications.

Open surgery 
According to Italian newspapers, the surgeons

initially planned to carry out a less invasive
laparoscopy on the pope but in the end reverted to
open surgery. Also known as keyhole surgery,
laparoscopy involves a thin tube being inserted
into the body, avoiding the need for large incisions
in the skin. But the presence of a scar from previ-
ous abdominal surgery required a laparotomy, a
type of open surgery, the reports said. Health
experts say it is not unusual to change method
during an operation.

The reports added that the pope did not require
a colostomy and there was no evidence of a fever
afterwards. Francis is in the same suite on the 10th
floor of the Gemelli hospital used by Pope John Paul
II. The late pope underwent surgery there a number
of times, including after an attempt on his life in 1981,
and for a tumor in the colon in 1992. He was there so
often that he dubbed it “Vatican 3”, third in line after
the tiny city state and the papal summer palace at
Castel Gandolfo outside Rome.

Pope Francis had been suffering pain from diver-
ticulitis for several months, but scheduled the sur-

gery for the summer to allow time to convalesce,
according to Corriere della Sera newspaper. The
pontiff had already put his Wednesday general audi-
ence on hold for the summer, and has no other offi-
cial appointments in his calendar until Sunday, when
he is due to lead the Angelus prayer. If, as expected,
he is still in hospital on Sunday, he could follow John
Paul II’s example and lead the prayers from his hos-
pital window. —AFP

ROME: A picture shows the statue depicting late pope
John Paul II outside the Policlinico A. Gemelli Hospital in
Rome, where Pope Francis arrived the day before to
undergo a surgery. —AFP


