
ISLAMABAD: Aafia Siddiqui, a Pakistani prisoner
in the United States whose release was reportedly
demanded by a Texas hostage-taker this weekend,
is serving an 86-year sentence for the attempted
murder of American soldiers.

Four people were freed unharmed yesterday
following a more than 10-hour standoff at a syna-
gogue in the US state. Their suspected captor
was killed. Media, quoting a US official briefed on
the matter, reported that the man was calling for
the release of 49-year-old Siddiqui. Her lawyer
said in a statement to CNN that she had
“absolutely no involvement” in the hostage situa-
tion, and condemned the
man’s actions.

A US-educated Pakistani
scientist, she was jailed in
2010 for attacking American
soldiers in Afghanistan. She
was the first woman to be
suspected of Al-Qaeda links
by the US, but never con-
victed of it.

At 18 years old
Siddiqui travelled to the
US, where her brother
lived, to study at Boston’s prestigious MIT, later
earning a PhD in neuroscience at Brandeis
University. But after the 9/11 terror attacks of
2001, she came up on the FBI’s radar for donations
to Islamic organisations and was linked to the pur-
chase of $10,000 worth of night-vision goggles
and books on warfare.

The US suspected she joined Al-Qaeda from
America, returning to Pakistan where she married
into the family of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed —

an architect of the 9/11 attacks.
She disappeared in around 2003, along with

her three children, in Karachi. Five years later she
turned up in Pakistan’s war-torn neighbour
Afghanistan, where she was arrested by local
forces in the restive southeastern province of
Ghazni.

‘Death to America’ 
During her interrogation by US forces, she

grabbed a rifle and opened fire, while screaming
“Death to America” and “I want to kill Americans”.

The soldiers escaped unhurt, but she was
injured.

Her imprisonment
sparked outrage in her
home country and her
supporters claim she was
the victim of a secret
Pakistan-US plot. After
she was sentenced, Al-
Qaeda’s then number two
called on Muslims to
“avenge” the decision.

Her release has previ-
ously been at the centre of

militants’ demands, including during two hostage
crises in Pakistan as well as the capture of James
Foley, an American journalist who was beheaded
by the Islamic State in 2014.

Michael Kugelman, a South Asia analyst, tweet-
ed: “Siddiqui isn’t well known in the US, but in
Pakistan she’s a big name — many view her as an
innocent victim.”

In a previous article, he described her as a
cause celebre among Islamist militants, and said

she was viewed as a “powerful symbol of how
poorly Americans treat innocent Muslims in the
global campaign against terror”.

The issue has remained a matter of long-run-
ning tension between Pakistan and the US.

During his election campaign, Pakistan Prime

Minister Imran Khan, an open critic of US action
linked to the war on terror, vowed to get her
released. He offered to free Shakeel Afridi, who is
languishing in Pakistani jail over his role in helping
Americans trace Al-Qaeda founder Osama Bin
Laden in Pakistan.  —AFP

First woman to be suspected of Al-Qaeda links by the US

Aafia Siddiqui: Pakistani prisoner 
at centre of Texas hostage siege 

LAHORE: File photo shows, Pakistani protesters carry portraits of Aafia Siddiqui, a Pakistani scientist who is
currently serving a prison term in the US, as they stage a demonstration for her release in Lahore. —AFP

WELLINGTON: A massive volcanic
eruption in Tonga that triggered tsunami
waves around the Pacific caused “signifi-
cant damage” to the island nation’s capi-
tal and smothered it in dust, but the full
extent was not apparent with communi-
cations still cut off yesterday.

The eruption on Saturday was so
powerful it was recorded around the
world, triggering a tsunami that flooded
Pacific coastlines from Japan to the
United States. The capital Nuku’alofa
suffered “significant” damage, New
Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern
said, adding there had been no reports
of injury or death but a full assessment
was not yet possible with communica-
tion lines down.

“The tsunami has had a significant
impact on the foreshore on the north-
ern side of Nuku’alofa with boats and
large boulders washed ashore,” Ardern
said after contact with the New
Zealand embassy in Tonga. “Nuku’alofa
is covered in a thick film of volcanic
dust but otherwise conditions are calm
and stable.”

Tonga was in need of water supplies,
she said: “The ash cloud has caused
contamination.” There has been no word
on damage in the outer islands and New
Zealand will send an air force reconnais-
sance aircraft “as soon as atmospheric
conditions allow”, the country’s Defence
Force tweeted.

“We’re working hard to see how we
can assist our Pacific neighbours after
the volcanic eruption near Tonga.”
Tonga has also accepted Canberra’s
offer to send a surveillance flight,
Australia’s foreign office said, adding it is
also immediately prepared to supply
“critical humanitarian supplies”.

The United States was “deeply con-
cerned for the people of Tonga”,

Secretary of State Antony Blinken said,
pledging support for the island nation. A
1.2-metre wave swept ashore in the
Tongan capital with residents reporting
they had fled to higher ground, leaving
behind flooded houses, some with struc-
tural damage, as small stones and ash fell
from the sky. “It was massive, the ground
shook, our house was shaking. It came in
waves. My younger brother thought
bombs were exploding nearby,” resident
Mere Taufa told the Stuff news website
Saturday. She said water filled their
home minutes later and she watched the
wall of a neighbouring house collapse.

‘People screaming’ 
“We just knew straight away it was a

tsunami. Just water gushing into our
home,” Taufa said. “You could just hear
screams everywhere, people screaming
for safety, for everyone to get to higher
ground.”

Tonga’s King Tupou VI was reported
to have been evacuated from the Royal
Palace in Nuku’alofa and taken by police
convoy to a villa well away from the
coastline. Dramatic satellite images
showed the long, rumbling eruption of
the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha’apai volcano
spew smoke and ash in the air, with a
thunderous roar heard 10,000 kilome-
tres (6,000 miles) away in Alaska.

The eruption triggered tsunamis
across the Pacific with waves of 1.74
metres (five and a half feet) measured in
Chanaral, Chile, more than 10,000 kilo-
metres away, and smaller waves seen
along the Pacific coast from Alaska to
Mexico.

In California, the city of Santa Cruz
was hit by flooding due to a tidal surge
generated by the tsunami, videos
retweeted by the US National Weather
Service showed. Peru closed 22 ports as

a precaution while waves of around 1.2
metres (four feet) hit along Japan’s
Pacific coast. By 0300 GMT yesterday,
the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center in
Hawaii said the threat from the eruption
had passed.

Heard in Alaska 
The US Geological Survey recorded

Saturday’s eruption as equivalent to a
5.8-magnitude earthquake at zero
depth. The volcano’s eruption lasted at
least eight minutes and sent plumes of
gas, ash and smoke several kilometres
into the air.

New Zealand scientist Marco
Brenna, a senior lecturer at Otago
University’s School of Geology,
described the impact of the eruption as
“relatively mild” but said another erup-
tion with a much bigger impact could
not be ruled out.

The eruption was so powerful it was
even heard in Alaska, the UAF
Geophysical Institute tweeted. “A part
of the pressure signal in Alaska was in
the audible range. The very large signal

is not that surprising considering the
scale of the eruption, but the audible
aspect is fairly unique,” it said, citing
Alaska Volcano Observatory scientist
David Fee.

“He recalls only a couple other vol-
canic eruptions doing something like
this: Krakatau and Novarupta,” it tweet-
ed. This referred to the 19th-century
eruption of Indonesia’s Krakatau, and
Alaska’s Novarupta, the most powerful
volcanic eruption of the 20th century.

The Fife weather station in Scotland
tweeted it was “just incredible to think
of the power that can send a shockwave
around the world” after the eruptions
produced a jump in its air pressure
graph. Hunga-Tonga-Hunga-Ha’apai,
which lies about 65 kilometres north of
Nuku’alofa, has a history of volatility.

In recent years, it breached sea level
during a 2009 eruption while in 2015 it
spewed so many large rocks and ash
into the air that when they settled a new
island had formed two kilometres long
by one kilometre wide and 100 metres
high.  —AFP

Prince Andrew, accuser 
name witnesses in 
sex assault lawsuit 
NEW YORK: Prince Andrew will challenge his sexual
assault accuser’s memory while her lawyers want to
question a woman who purportedly saw him in a night-
club with a “young girl,” US court documents show.
Lawyers for Andrew and Virginia Giuffre, who has sued
the British royal over alleged sexual abuse more than
two decades ago, have named the first witnesses they
hope to grill in the civil lawsuit.

Andrew’s attorneys said in a filing with a New York
court late Friday that they were seeking testimony from
Judith Lightfoot, Giuffre’s psychologist in her adopted
home of Australia. Lawyer Melissa Lerner said that the
prince’s legal team want to quiz Lightfoot about what
was discussed during her counseling sessions with
Giuffre, who says she was trafficked to Andrew for sex
in 2001.

Andrew’s team are seeking Lightfoot’s notes from
the sessions and medical records, Lerner wrote in a
formal “letter of request” submitted to US judge Lewis
Kaplan that would compel testimony in Australia.

The prince’s lawyers argue that Giuffre “may suffer
from false memories” and want to ask Lightfoot about the
“theory of false memories,” the letter said. They added

that they also wished to question Robert Giuffre, who
married the then Virginia Roberts in and around 2002.
The couple live in Australia with their three children.

Lerner wrote that Giuffre’s husband would likely
have information about her “alleged emotional and
psychological harm and damages.” She said they also
intended to ask him about Giuffre’s finances. In a sepa-
rate filing, Giuffre’s lawyers told judge Kaplan that they
wanted to question two witnesses based in Britain,
including Shukri Walker.

“(Walker) claims to have seen Prince Andrew at
Tramp Nightclub in London with a young girl around
the time that plaintiff contends Prince Andrew abused
her in London after visiting Tramp Nightclub,” the
wrote attorney Sigrid McCawley.

Ex-aide 
“Because Prince Andrew has denied ever meeting

plaintiff or being at Tramp Nightclub during the rele-
vant time period, Ms Walker’s testimony is highly rele-
vant,” she added. Giuffre alleges that Andrew sexually
assaulted her at the London home of Ghislaine Maxwell
in March 2001 when she was 17 and a minor under US
law. She said the incident occurred after a night danc-
ing at Tramp nightclub.

The prince has denied being at Tramp Nightclub
with Giuffre, and has said he has no recollection of ever
meeting her. Giuffre, now 38, sued Andrew last year for
unspecified damages, alleging that she was trafficked to
him by Maxwell-who was convicted of sex trafficking

last month-and the late disgraced money manager,
Jeffrey Epstein.

As well as the London allegations, Giuffre also says
Andrew assaulted her at Epstein’s home in New York,
and on Epstein’s private island in the US Virgin Islands.
Andrew has repeatedly and strenuously denied the
allegations and he has not been criminally charged.

Giuffre’s lawyers also want to interview Robert
Olney, the prince’s former assistant, who they say “has
relevant information” about Andrew’s relationship with
Epstein. Andrew was on Thursday stripped of his hon-
orary military titles and charitable roles after judge
Kaplan earlier in the week denied his plea to dismiss
Giuffre’s case.  —AFP

Her imprisonment 
sparked outrage in 
her home country

Kosovo restricts 
Serbia referendum 
on its territory 
PRISTINA: Kosovo lawmakers on Saturday banned the
holding on its territory of a referendum being organised
in Serbia-but did allow Kosovo Serbians to vote by mail.
Serbia is to hold a nationwide referendum yesterday on
changes to the constitution that the government says
would strengthen the independence of the country’s
judiciary.

These reforms constitute one of the key conditions
for the Balkan country’s bid to join the European Union.
Western nations have welcomed the referendum,
encouraging all Serbian nationals to take part in it. In a
joint statement Friday, the United States, Britain,
Germany, France, Italy and the EU urged the Kosovo
government to “allow ethnic Serbs to exercise their right
to vote in elections and electoral processes”.

But a resolution adopted by 76 MPs in the 120-seat
Kosovo assembly said that holding a referendum of a
foreign state “violates the constitution and sovereignty
of Kosovo”. Kosovo is not allowing polling stations for
the referendum on its territory, and on Friday, Kosovo
police stopped two trucks with ballots from Serbia from
entering Kosovo.

But Kosovo Prime Minister Albin Kurti has said that
ethnic Serbs can still vote, either by mail or at Serbia’s
liaison office in Pristina. Ethnic-majority Albanian
Kosovo proclaimed independence from Serbia in 2008,
a move that Belgrade still refuses to recognise.

It maintains strong ties with some 120,000 Kosovo
Serbs, most of whom refuse to accept the authority of
Pristina. Tensions between Serbia and Kosovo have
remained high since the 1998-1999 war between ethnic
Albanian guerrilla and Serbian forces, in which about
13,000 people were killed, mostly ethnic Albanians.

But a key element of both Serbia’s and Kosovo’s EU
membership aspirations is the requirement that they
normalise their relations. Kosovo is already recognised
by roughly 100 states, including the US and most EU
countries.  —AFP
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EL SEGUNDO, California: People stretch next to a tsunami hazard zone sign in
El Segundo, California. The US National Weather Service issued tsunami advi-
sories for the entire west coast of the United States following a massive vol-
canic eruption across the Pacific Ocean in Tonga. —AFP

Britain’s Prince Andrew, Duke of York.

Huge Tonga volcanic eruption
caused ‘significant damage’

Lebanon’s Hezbollah 
says ready to return 
to cabinet meetings 
BEIRUT:  Lebanese group Hezbollah and its ally the
Amal movement said Saturday they were ready to return
to government meetings after three months of political
deadlock that has exacerbated the country’s economic
crisis. “We announce our agreement to participate in
cabinet meetings to approve the national budget and
discuss the economic rescue plan and all that concerns
improving the living conditions of the Lebanese,” the two
Shiite movements said in a joint statement.

Lebanon’s government was formed in September
after a 13-month political impasse. But it has not met
since October 12 due to a boycott by Hezbollah and
Amal amid tensions over an investigation into a cata-
strophic explosion at Beirut’s port in 2020.

Hezbollah and Amal said Saturday’s decision was a
“response to the needs of the citizens”, citing “the col-
lapse of the Lebanese pound’s exchange rate, the decline
of the public sector” and crumbling incomes and pur-
chasing power. The country is in the throes of an eco-
nomic meltdown that the World Bank has said is likely
among the world’s worst since the mid-19th century.

About 80 percent of the population now lives in
poverty and the local currency has shed more than 90
percent of its value on the black market. Reacting to the
parties’ announcement, Prime Minister Najib Mikati said
he would convene a cabinet meeting as soon as the
finance ministry had sent through a draft budget. —AFP


