
GUANTANAMO BAY NAVAL BASE,
Cuba: American authorities have rec-
ommended releasing a mentally ill
inmate from Guantanamo Bay and
repatriating him to Saudi Arabia,
according to a government document
published Friday.

Suspected of being Al Qaeda’s
intended 20th hijacker for the
September 11, 2001 attacks against
the United States, Mohammed Al-
Qahtani was tortured by interrogators
at the US military base in Cuba where
he has been detained for nearly two
decades. The government dropped its
case against him in 2008 due to the
abuse he experienced at the prison.

The detention of  Al-Qahtani is “no
longer necessary to protect against a
continuing significant threat to the
security of the United States,” the
Periodic Review Board, a panel com-
posed of several US national security
agencies, said in a summary of its
decision.

In its final determination dated

February 4, the board said Al-Qahtani
was “eligible for transfer” and recom-
mended that he be repatriated to
Saudi Arabia where he could receive
comprehensive mental health care and
be enrolled in a rehabilitation center
for extremists. The body noted his
“significantly compromised mental
health condition and available family
support.” Security measures, includ-
ing surveillance and travel restrictions,
were also recommended.

Al-Qahtani was one of the first
prisoners sent to Guantanamo in
January 2002. He had flown to
Orlando, Florida on August 4, 2001,
but was denied entry to the country
and sent back to Dubai. 

He was eventually captured in
Afghanistan in December 2001. His
torture at the prison was widely doc-
umented and spurred on international
human rights groups’ calls for the site
to be shut down. He was subjected to
prolonged isolation, sleep deprivation,
sexual humiliation and other abuses.

“We tortured Qahtani,” Susan
Crawford, a top judicial official in the
Bush administration said in 2009,
according to a Washington Post arti-
cle. In January, the United States
approved the release of five of the
remaining 39 men sti l l  at
Guantanamo. Ten others, including
the al leged mastermind of the

September 11 attacks, Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed, known as “KSM”, are
awaiting trial by a military commis-
sion. The detention center, run by the
US Navy, was created after the 2001
attacks to house detainees in the US
“war on terror” and has been called a
site of “unparalleled notoriety” by
UN rights experts.  —AFP

KHARTOUM: Thousands of supporters of
Sudan’s army rallied yesterday in front of UN
headquarters in Khartoum, in a new show of force
after months of protests against an October mili-
tary coup.

Competing processions marched in Khartoum,
according to AFP journalists — a sign of the deep
divisions that have taken root in the country,
which is among the poorest in the world. Army
supporters, some of them riding camels, chanting
slogans denouncing “foreign interference” and
paying tribute to the military. Hundreds of army
backers had boarded a train in Atbara, 250 kilo-
meters (155 miles) north of the capital, to join the
procession on Saturday morning. Dozens of anti-
army protesters tried in vain to prevent them from
boarding the train, demanding that the “military
return to the barracks” and shouting “power to
the people”, Abu Obeida Ahmed, a resident of
Atbara, told AFP.

Meanwhile, hundreds of women demonstrated
in the capital’s twin city of Omdurman, denounc-
ing a crackdown by security forces on anti-coup
demonstrators that has killed at least 76 people

and wounded hundreds, according to a pro-
democracy group of medics.

The latest protest come as the UN has
launched talks to help Sudan resolve the political
crisis that was triggered by the coup. Last month
the UN’s Sudan envoy Volker Perthes said the
consultations aimed “to support the Sudanese to
reach an agreement on a way out of the current
crisis”. But he added that “the UN is not coming
up with any project, draft or vision for a solution”.

Sudan has been gripped by regular mass
protests since the October 25 military takeover
led by General Abdel Fattah Al-Burhan. The coup,
one of several in Sudan’s post-independence his-
tory, derailed a fragile power-sharing arrangement
between the army and civilians that had been
painstakingly negotiated after the 2019 ouster of
longtime autocrat Omar al-Bashir. Army support-
ers are seeking to cement the post-coup status,
while opponents have refused any initiatives for
dialogue or partnership with the military. Last
week, pro-military protesters also rallied outside
the UN offices in Khartoum, chanting “Down,
down UN”.  — AFP
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MINNEAPOLIS, US: Amir Locke’s parents Andre Locke
(right) and Karen Wells (center) look on during a
press conference at City Hall in Minneapolis,
Minnesota, on Friday. —AFP

KHARTOUM: Supporters of the Sudanese army rally outside the office of the United Nations mission, west of Sudan’s
capital Khartoum yesterday. —AFP

GUANTANAMO BAY NAVAL BASE, Cuba: In this file photo taken on January 27,
2017 the long-abandoned military detention center Camp X-Ray is seen at
Guantanamo Bay. —AFP

US panel suggests release of
mentally ill Gitmo detainee

Parents of black 
man shot by US 
police demand justice
MINNEAPOLIS: The parents of a young Black
man shot dead by police said Friday that
Minneapolis officers “executed” their son and gave
him no chance of survival. Authorities in the north-
ern US city, still reeling from the police murder of
George Floyd in 2020, said Amir Locke, 22, was
shot Wednesday by officers carrying out a search
warrant on the apartment he was in.

In the video, an officer uses a key to unlock the
door and then a group of officers enter while shout-
ing “Police, search warrant!” Locke, who was on a
couch, starts to rise from beneath a blanket, with a
gun in his hand, when police fire.

The total time between the officers’ entrance and
the shots fired was less than ten seconds. Locke was
pronounced dead at hospital. “A mother should nev-
er have to see her child executed in that type of
manner,” said Locke’s mother, Karen Wells, during a
press conference, adding she would fight until her
son “gets justice.” Locke’s father, Andre Locke, said
he watched the video with “disbelief and anger.”

He described his son, who he stressed had no
criminal record and held a gun permit, as a “deep
sleeper.” “He did what any reasonable, law-abiding
citizen would do, white or Black,” Locke said.

He said police could have done “anything differ-
ently,” including ordering his son to drop his
weapon before opening fire. “It seemed that he did-
n’t have a chance,” Locke said.

‘Locke’s life mattered’ 
Locke’s death has reopened the wounds caused

by the killing of Floyd in May 2020, when white ex-
Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin knelt on
his neck for nearly nine minutes. To ease tensions
now, Minnesota state attorney general Keith Ellison
promised to conduct a “fair and thorough” investi-
gation of the events.

“Amir Locke’s life mattered,” he said, alluding to
the Black Lives Matter movement. Without predict-
ing the outcome of the investigation, Minnesota’s
Democratic governor Tim Walz said the circum-
stances of Locke’s death “illustrate the need for fur-
ther reform” on the police force beyond the changes
made after Floyd’s death, particularly the execution
of search warrants.

The search warrant at the heart of the tragedy
had not named Locke but said he was related to a
suspect in a homicide investigation in the neighbor-
ing city of Saint Paul. The warrant allowed officers to
enter unannounced, according to Minneapolis police
chief Amelia Huffman, speaking to MPR radio.

These so-called “no-knock” warrants have been
at the center of several cases of police violence,
including the shooting in March 2020 of Breonna
Taylor, whose death along with Floyd’s sparked
massive national antiracism protests the summer of
that year. Minnesota has restricted the use of no-
knock warrants since the protests. And on Friday
Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey announced an
immediate moratorium on such warrants while the
city reviews the policy.

“No matter what information comes to light, it
won’t change the fact that Amir Locke’s life was cut
short,” Frey said in a statement. “To ensure safety of
both the public and officers until a new policy is
crafted, I’m issuing a moratorium on both the
request and execution of such warrants in
Minneapolis,” he added. —AFP

Sri Lanka calls for 
diaspora investment 
on independence day
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka marked its independence
day on Friday with an appeal to its diaspora to send
money home to overcome the island’s worsening
economic crisis and a pledge to protect foreign
investments. President Gotabaya Rajapaksa urged
millions of Sri Lankans abroad to invest their sav-
ings in their home country, which is facing its worst
debt crisis since independence from Britain 74
years ago.

“Expatriate Sri Lankans who provide foreign
exchange to the country are a major resource to
us,” Rajapaksa said. “I invite all expatriate Sri
Lankans to invest in their homeland.”

Colombo’s foreign reserves, which stood at $7.5
billion when Rajapaksa took office in November
2019, have fallen by more than half, to $3.1 billion.
Worker remittances, Sri Lanka’s number one foreign
currency source, fell nearly 60 percent in
December. For 2021 as a whole, the figure dropped
a record 22.7 percent, to $5.49 billion. Tourism,
another key source of income, has been battered by
the coronavirus pandemic.

The government imposed a broad import ban in
March 2020 in a bid to save foreign currency, lead-

ing to shortages of food and fuel as well as raw
materials needed for manufacturing and export-ori-
ented industries. Rajapaksa, who came to power
two years ago pledging to “retake” all state enter-
prises either leased or partly sold to foreign compa-
nies by the previous administration, called for
greater foreign involvement in Sri Lanka’s economy.

“Foreign investment is especially important for
large-scale projects, industries requiring modern
technological know-how and new ventures that
open up global market opportunities for us,” he
said. He criticized “those who attempt to propagate
incorrect public opinion against foreign invest-
ments, based on political motives”. His coalition
cabinet is divided on a move to sell a stake in a state
electricity utility to a US company.

‘Galloping corruption’ 
Faced with record inflation, falling reserves and

warnings from international rating agencies about
Sri Lanka’s ability to service its $35 billion external
debt, Rajapaksa’s finance minister brother Basil
announced Wednesday that he had sought technical
advice from the International Monetary Fund.

The IMF responded by saying it was ready to
discuss “options” if the government asked for finan-
cial support. “While the IMF has not received a
request for financial support from Sri Lanka, the
staff stands ready to discuss options if requested,”
mission chief Masahiro Nozaki said in a written
statement to AFP in Washington.

In an address to the nation ahead of a military
parade, Rajapaksa made no reference to seeking
IMF help, but said he was focused on finding both
short- and long-term solutions and called for an
“optimistic approach”. The country’s main opposi-
tion boycotted the military parade, which involved
aircraft, gunboats and thousands of troops, saying
Friday’s elaborate celebrations were a waste of
money when people did not have enough to eat and
prices were soaring. —AFP

COLOMBO, Sri Lanka: Sri Lanka’s President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa (center) addresses the nation along with
Navy Chief Nishantha Ulugetenne and Airforce Chief
Sudarshana Pathirana (right) during the Sri Lanka’s
74th Independence Day celebrations in Colombo on
Friday. —AFP

BOGOTA, Colombia: January of this
year was the hottest month in the
Colombian Amazon in a decade, lead-
ing to an increase in forest fires in the
southeastern region and very likely
impacting air quality in the capital
Bogota, according to an Environment
Ministry report seen by AFP Friday.

It said the month of January
recorded the “highest hot spot values
in the last 10 years” in the Colombian
Amazon. The phenomenon occurs, the
ministry said, when the country goes
through a season of low rainfall, and is
due to human activity, of which “the
most important is associated with
deforestation fronts.”

At least 80 percent of the “hot
spots” were forest fires, a ministry
spokesman told AFP. At the end of
January, the ministry identified more
than 3,300 “hot spots” in the six
departments that make up the

Colombian Amazon, including 1,300 in
the Guaviare region alone.

According to testimony collected by
AFP in October in the region, peasants
and landowners take advantage of the
dry season, from January to April, to
burn or cut down trees and plant coca
plants in their place, or to let cattle graze
there. The Serrania del Chiribiquete
National Park, listed as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site, is particularly
threatened, as is the Nukak National
Nature Reserve, a vast territory of jun-
gle inhabited by the last nomadic indige-
nous people of Colombia.

The Foundation for Conservation
and Sustainable Development (FCDS),
which keeps its own count and regu-
larly flies over the areas concerned,
recorded at least 938 forest fires, the
highest monthly January figure since
2012. “Thousands of hectares of
Amazon jungle, cut in recent months,

are on fire today. These massive fires
are now being felt as far away as
Bogota,” FCDS director Rodrigo
Botero warned on Twitter.

“There are public health decisions
to be made quickly. What are the air
indicators saying in Bogota?”

Bogota mayor Claudia Lopez

decried “the inability” of the govern-
ment “to control the territory and
guarantee security.” She described
the fires as “arson attacks ... which,
due to the direction of the wind, end
up arriving and deteriorating the
quality of the air” in the capital,
almost 500 km away. —AFP

In this handout picture released by the Colombian Defense Ministry shows smoke
rises from a forest fire in Chiribiquete National Natural Park, in the northwest of the
Colombian Amazon on Friday. —AFP

Record heat, forest fires in
Colombia’s Amazon in January


