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Georgia’s ex-leader goes on
trial, says ‘tortured’ in jail
All charges against me are trumped-up and politically motivated
TBILISI: Georgia’s jailed opposition
leader and ex-president Mikheil
Saakashvili denounced yesterday his
“politically motivated” prosecution and
ill-treatment in prison as he went on trial
on abuse of office charges. It was his first
public appearance since he was arrested
on October 1 shortly after his return from
exile. Georgia’s president from 2004 to
2013, Saakashvili had refused food for 50
days to protest against his prosecution.
“Everyone knows I must not be in
jail because all the charges against me
are trumped-up and politically motivated,” Saakashvili said, addressing
the judges from a glass box in the
Tbilisi City Court. At one point during
his emotional speech in the courtroom, he switched to English to make
a statement “for Georgia’s international partners”. “I was tortured, I was
treated inhumanely, beaten up, and
humiliated” in custody, said
Saakashvili. He lost about 20 kilograms (44 pounds) during his hunger
strike, and yesterday the 53-year-old
looked pale.
He also admitted making “more than
enough mistakes” during his nine years in
power. “I very much regret numerous
mistakes, first of all that we have failed to
build independent judiciary. I apologize
to everyone who has suffered as a

result,” he said. More than 1,000
Saakashvili supporters rallied outside the
court in the capital, waving Georgian and
EU flags and chanting his name. Police
arrested several dozen demonstrators
after they blocked traffic at a nearby
street, pro-opposition Mtavari TV said.
Saakashvili called off the hunger strike
when he was moved to a military hospital
on November 20 after doctors warned
he could soon die. The Georgian authori-
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ties initially banned him from attending
the trial but then reversed the decision,
after the US Department of State
demanded his right to a fair trial be
respected. In 2018, Saakashvili was sentenced in absentia to six years in prison
on two counts of abuse of office and is
facing two more trials on similar charges.
Yesterday’s
trial
concerns

News in brief
Hotel escapees in isolation
BADHOEVEDORP: Dutch authorities
placed a couple in isolation in hospital after
they made a “not really wise” bid to
abscond from a quarantine hotel for
COVID-positive passengers from South
Africa, officials said yesterday. The fugitives, a 30-year-old Spanish man and a 28year-old Portuguese woman, were found by
border police on a Spain-bound plane at
Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport on Sunday
and arrested. “We heard that people left the
hotel, unfortunately, even if they were
advised to stay there. So we had to take
action and we made the arrest,” Robert van
Kapel, spokesman for the border police at
Schiphol Airport said. “Now they are in a
place where they are isolated, in a hospital,”
he said. The hotel near the airport is where
most of the 61 people who tested positive
for coronavirus after arriving on two flights
from South Africa on Friday are in quarantine. Thirteen of those 61 have tested positive for the new Omicron variant. — AFP

4 Burkina soldiers killed
OUAGADOUGOU: Four soldiers were
killed in an attack in northern Burkina Faso,
security sources said yesterday, bringing
the toll from two weeks of raids by suspected jihadists to at least 80. An army unit
in Solle, in Loroum province bordering
Mali, came under fire at around 5am on
Sunday, a source said. “Four soldiers were
killed and several were wounded... around
10 terrorists were neutralized in a counterattack,” the source said. The armed forces
swept the area with air support, the source
added. Another security source confirmed
this account and said a civilian was among
the casualties, although it was not known
whether the individual had been killed or
wounded. The attack is the third deadly
assault in two weeks against the Sahel
state’s beleaguered armed forces. Its
troops and police are struggling with a sixyear-old jihadist insurgency that swept in
from neighboring Mali, steered by groups
linked to Al-Qaeda and the so-called
Islamic State. — AFP

Greeks urged to leave Ethiopia
ATHENS: Greece’s foreign ministry yesterday urged Greek nationals to leave Ethiopia,
warning that conditions in the war-torn
country were becoming “increasingly
unpredictable”. “It is recommended to
Greek nationals living in Ethiopia that they
leave the country on available commercial
flights as soon as possible,” the ministry said
in a statement. The ministry said safety conditions in Ethiopia were “particularly fragile.” It said Greeks who chose to remain
should limit their movements, stock up on
food, water and fuel, and stay in contact
with the Greek embassy in Addis Ababa and
the ministry’s crisis management team. The
US, Canada and other nations have also told
their citizens to leave the country amid fears
that Tigrayan rebels could march on the
capital. The war erupted in November 2020
when Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed,
winner of the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize, sent
troops into the Tigray region to topple its
ruling party, the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF). —AFP

Saakashvili’s alleged role in a violent
police crackdown on an opposition
protest in 2007 that was reportedly masterminded by a Kremlin-backed oligarch
in order to derail Georgia’s bid to join
NATO. Saakashvili at the time admitted
that police used excessive force against
protesters, resigned and called snap
presidential polls, which he subsequently
won. He told the judges yesterday that he
“did not give any instructions to anyone”
to carry out the police operation.
‘Political revenge’
His lawyer Dito Sadzaglishvili told
AFP that Saakashvili “had no role
whatsoever in ordering and planning
the police operation”. “Prosecutors
have failed to present any evidence of
Saakashvili’s wrongdoing,” he said.
Last week, Saakashvili said on
Facebook that he believed there was
“zero chance” that he would see justice “in this court”. The International
Rehabilitation Council for Torture
Victims has condemned Saakashvili’s
treatment in prison, while Georgian rights
groups said he was “subjected to psychological torture in custody”.
Amnesty International has branded
Saakashvili’s treatment “not just selective
justice but apparent political revenge”.
Speaking in court, Saakashvili also

TBILISI: Georgia’s jailed opposition leader and ex-president Mikheil Saakashvili arrives
in the defendant’s box for a hearing at the city court of Tbilisi yesterday. —AFP

thanked Georgians for their “support
and solidarity” and called for a “peaceful
mobilisation” to end the rule of oligarch
Bidzina Ivanishvili’s Georgian Dream
party. Georgia’s richest man, Ivanishvili
is widely believed to be calling the shots
in the country, despite having no official
political role.
Saakashvili’s arrest exacerbated a
political crisis stemming from parliamentary polls last year that the opposition

denounced as fraudulent. It has also
spurred the largest anti-government
protests in a decade. Critics have
accused the Georgian Dream government of using criminal prosecutions to
punish political opponents and journalists. Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili
sparked an uproar recently when he said
the government had been forced to
arrest Saakashvili because he refused to
quit politics. — AFP

‘I just want a bone’:
Mexico’s search for
95,000 missing
MATAMOROS: A mother pleaded desperately
with a soldier for a chance to find the remains of
her son, one of more than 95,000 people whose
disappearances haunt violence-plagued Mexico.
“I just want a bone to lay to rest beside my husband,” she said. The woman, whose son disappeared a year ago, begged to be allowed into a
former cornfield in the northeastern state of
Tamaulipas where half a ton of human remains
have been found since 2017.
“Answer me! Do you have children?” said the
mother, in her 50s, but she received no response
from the soldiers. The site, La Bartolina, is located a
few kilometers from Matamoros, a city on the border with the United States beset by violence linked
to drug trafficking and other organized crime. It is
considered an “extermination camp” by the
National Search Commission, the official body that
coordinates the hunt for Mexico’s missing.
Access to the site is forbidden even for victims’
relatives, who often accuse the authorities of ineffectiveness and so undertake their own searches.
The mother, who did not want to be named due to
concerns for her safety, has no proof that her
son’s remains are at La Bartolina. But she decided
to go there after learning that other relatives
would be visiting.
Crime, corruption
More than 11,800 people are registered as missing in Tamaulipas, which sits on a drug smuggling
corridor. Along with the western state of Jalisco, it
has seen the largest number of disappearances in
Mexico. Countrywide, 95,121 people have gone
missing, according to official figures released Friday
during a visit by the UN Committee on Enforced
Disappearances. During the 10 days the UN team
spent in Mexico, 100 people disappeared, the committee said. It denounced what it called the ineffectiveness of the authorities, arbitrary decisions by the
courts and a general culture of “impunity.”
People began to vanish during the Mexican
authorities’ so-called dirty war against the revolutionary movements of the 1960s-1980s. But it was

Rwanda bans flights
with southern Africa
over COVID-19 fears
NAIROBI: Rwanda has barred direct flights to and
from nine countries in southern Africa, joining a
growing list of nations that have imposed travel
restrictions over a new, heavily mutated COVID-19
variant. The new variant, dubbed Omicron, was first
reported in South Africa last week, with cases subsequently detected in several countries, and many
governments have moved swiftly to reimpose containment measures. Direct flights between Rwanda
and southern Africa will be temporarily suspended
“effective immediately,” Prime Minister Edouard
Ngirente announced late Sunday.
“While the variant has not been detected in
Rwanda, its effects are potentially dangerous,”
Ngirente said in a statement, urging extra vigilance.
The countries affected by the ban are Botswana,
Eswatini, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia,
South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe. All passengers
who have arrived from those countries in the past
seven days have to spend a week in quarantine, at
their own costs, in designated hotels in Rwanda,
according to the announcement.
Rwanda, a country of 13 million people, will also
reimpose a mandatory 24-hour quarantine for all

HERMOSILLO: Members of the Madres Buscadoras de Sonora (Seeker Mothers of Sonora) civil organization review
sacks with possible human remains inside, on the side of the road, on the outskirts of Hermosillo. —AFP

after then-president Felipe Calderon launched a military offensive against the drug cartels in 2006 that
the number of people missing - and murdered began to soar. Since then, the country of 126 million
people has recorded 300,000 murders, including
more than 36,000 in 2020 alone - an average of
nearly 100 every day.
“Organized crime remains one of the main causes
of disappearances,” said Laura Atuesta, an expert at
the Center for Research and Teaching in Economics.
In Mexico, myriad gangs fight for control of lucrative routes for smuggling drugs, migrants and stolen
fuel. The disappearances are also a result of “corruption of police forces linked to organized crime,”
Alejandro Encinas, a deputy minister responsible for
human rights, said in mid-November.
The missing are mostly young people, aged 15 to
30, who are trapped in poverty - which afflicts 44
percent of the population - and unable to find work.
Others are caught in a vicious circle of gang
recruitment or were simply in the wrong place at
the wrong time. In some areas, young girls fall victim to human trafficking - the theme of MexicanSalvadoran director Tatiana Huezo’s movie “Noche
de Fuego” (Prayers for the Stolen) that received a
special mention in the Cannes Film Festival’s “Un
Certain Regard” competition this year.

passengers. The East African country has enforced
some of the strictest containment measures on the
continent and implemented a rigorous regime of
testing and contact-tracing. The World Health
Organization (WHO) warned Monday that the new
variant poses a “very high” risk globally. Even if the
new strain proves to be less deadly than previous
ones, it could put more pressure on hospitals if it
spreads more easily, it said.
“If another major surge of COVID-19 takes place
driven by Omicron, consequences may be severe,”
WHO said in a technical note, adding that “to date,
no deaths linked to Omicron variant have been
reported.” South African President Cyril
Ramaphosa on Sunday protested the “unjustified”
travel bans and called for their immediate reversal.
“We call upon all those countries that have imposed
travel bans on our country and our southern African
sister countries to immediately and urgently reverse
their decisions,” Ramaphosa said.
Malawian President Lazarus Chakwera on his
part accused Western countries of “Afrophobia” for
shutting their borders. The head of the WHO in
Africa also cautioned against border closures.
“With the Omicron variant now detected in several
regions of the world, putting in place travel bans
that target Africa attacks global solidarity,” WHO
regional director general Matshidiso Moeti said in a
statement. Dozens of nations including Africa’s
Angola and Mauritius have imposed travel restrictions since South African scientists flagged Omicron
on Thursday. —AFP

‘They’ll do nothing’
In La Bartolina, Maria Isela Valdez, who leads a
group of relatives of missing persons, railed against
the security forces blocking the mothers from entering the site. “Why weren’t the National Guard, the
army and the navy here when people were taken, tortured, massacred, burned and buried?” Valdez, 58,
demanded.Together with her 38-year-old daughter
Delia Quiroa she was looking for her son Roberto,
who was abducted in the nearby city of Reynosa in
2014. In June 2019, Valdez knelt in front of Mexican
President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador to ask for
his help. And her daughter publicly asked the Gulf
Cartel, a dominant criminal group in the area, for a
truce in July to be able to enter Bartolina and find her
brother’s remains. — AFP

Turkey seeks Egypt
and Zionist thaw
after UAE talks
ANKARA: Turkey will take steps to improve
relations with Egypt and Zionist entity similar
to those taken with the UAE, President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan said in comments published
by Turkish media yesterday. Ties between
Turkey and the UAE were strained over
regional issues, but Abu Dhabi Crown Prince
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed’s visit to Ankara
last week thawed relations as the countries
sealed multi-billion-dollar investments.
“Just as a step was taken between us and
the United Arab Emirates, we will take similar
steps with the others,” Erdogan told Turkish
reporters on board his plane returning from a
trip to Turkmenistan at the weekend, NTV
broadcaster reported. He suggested Turkish
ambassadors could be sent back to Egypt and
Zionist and said he was planning a return visit
to the UAE in February. “Now when we have
made our decision, we will of course be in a
position to appoint ambassadors within a
defined schedule,” Erdogan said, without offering a timeline.
Turkey and Egypt broke off relations after
the 2013 overthrow of ex-Islamist president
Mohamed Morsi, who was supported by
Erdogan. They expelled their respective
ambassadors and downgraded their relations in
2013. In 2018, Turkey ordered out Zionist
ambassador over the killing of protestors along
the Gaza Strip border. Turkey sought a rapprochement with Egypt earlier this year
despite supporting opposing sides in the conflict in Libya. —AFP

