
BRUGES, Belgium: A Belgian court sentenced a
Vietnamese man to 15 years in prison yesterday
after convicting him of being the ringleader in the
trafficking of 39 migrants found dead in a lorry. Vo
Van Hong, 45, was found guilty of leading a cross-
Channel people-trafficking operation that has been
linked to a truck found full of corpses on an English
industrial estate in October 2019.

At least 15 of the 39 dead had passed through
the Belgian-based trafficking network, which oper-
ated two safe houses in the Anderlecht district of
Brussels for migrants heading to Britain. The 2019
discovery on the Grays industrial park east of
London was one of the worst involving migrants in
recent years.

The victims — 31 men and eight women aged
between 15 and 44, all Vietnamese-died from suffo-
cation and hyperthermia in the confined space of
the container, which arrived on a ferry from
Zeebrugge. Several suspects have already been
convicted and incarcerated in Britain and Vietnam
in connection with the case. In France, 26 more have
been charged and face trial.

‘Well-organised’
In Belgium, Vo was one of 23 suspects-both

Belgians and Vietnamese-put on trial after a May
2020 police operation in which several addresses,
most in the Brussels region, were raided and
Vietnamese suspected of links to the gang were
rounded up. Of the 23, a total of 19 — including Vo-

were convicted and four were acquitted.
The 18 others sentenced after Vo were given

prison terms of under five years, most of them sus-
pended. Most of the defendants were allegedly
members of the people-smuggling ring. The
remainder were charged as accomplices, used as
safe-house guards, grocery shoppers for the
migrants or drivers.

Prosecutors said the “very well-organised” gang
was specialised in clandestinely transporting people
into Europe then Britain for a fee of 24,000 euros

($27,000) per person. Vo was convicted of running
a criminal organisation in Belgium involved in smug-
gling a total of 115 identified people to Britain
between September 2018 and the date of his arrest
in May 2020.

He denied acting as ringleader and claimed he
was a “victim” of the smuggling ring. He was hand-

ed a 15-year sentence, the statutory maximum, and
a fine of 920,000 euros ($1 million). Prosecutors
said the gang used an Irish trucking company that
regularly imported Vietnamese biscuits to get the
migrants across the Channel.

Vietnamese gang members took charge of the

arriving migrants once they got to Britain. Many of
the dead migrants in the truck came from a poor
region in the centre of Vietnam. Families there rack
up thousands of dollars in debt to have a single
family member smuggled into Britain in the hope of
securing a better life. — AFP
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BRUGES, Belgium: Accused Long Nguyen and accused Vo Van Hong pictured during the verdict at the tribunal of first
instance, where 23 people are on trial for the dead of 39 Vietnamese migrants, yesterday. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: When Joe Biden
became president, he inherited an
America divided in almost every con-
ceivable way, promising to be a force
for unity and reconciliation. One year
after his inauguration, the country is
taking stock of his success and failures.

‘Big, hopeful moment’ 
“I think Biden entered office and it

was a big, hopeful moment,” recalls
Raphy Jacobson, an 18-year-old New
Yorker who has run several cam-
paigns for candidates on the left.
Elected in a country bruised by the
Covid-19 pandemic, shaken by a his-
toric protest movement against
racism, Biden pledged on January 20,
2021 to put “all my soul” into reunit-
ing the United States.

But one year after the Democrat’s
inauguration, Jacobson says he has
“never felt more discouraged and dis-
illusioned with the state of electoral
politics.” From the stalled giant social
welfare and climate package meant to
repair America to the foundering push
for historic voting rights protections,
“Democrats haven’t really passed
anything they ran on,” he laments.

Bitter taste 
Months after his inauguration, Biden

visited Tulsa, Oklahoma. Anxious to
heal the fissures splintering a society

on edge, he became the first president
to commemorate the city’s 1921 race
massacre. “At the time, a lot of us were
excited for him to come,” says Kode
Ransom, a 33-year-old African
American. But the visit left a bitter
taste in his mouth. It was “a political
move,” says the tour guide, bemoaning
Biden’s lack of concrete action. 

Immigration promises broken 
“We were hoping for a lot more,”

says Adriana Jasso, an activist with a
religious organization that helps
migrants in San Diego, California. In
front of the imposing border wall sep-
arating the US and Mexico, the 47-
year-old speaks of her disappointment
that Biden’s promises on immigration,
like lifting curbs adopted under his
predecessor Donald Trump seen as
draconian, have not materialized.

But Jasso, who came to America
undocumented as a teen, acknowl-
edges that after four years of the
Republican billionaire’s presidency,
“we have experienced this last year as
a kind of rest, a healing.” 

‘Demolishing the economy’ 
Many Americans remain nostalgic

for the Trump era, convinced that Biden
has destroyed his predecessor’s
achievements, especially on the eco-
nomic front. “Instead of fixing, he’s been

destroying and demolishing the econo-
my of the nation,” complains 57-year-
old medic Ubaldo Miranda, from Miami.
“I believe our country is in the worst
situation it’s ever been in history,” he
tells AFP outside a Cuban restaurant, an
iconic gathering place for Florida’s
Republican activists. The party accuses
Biden of having fueled unprecedented
inflation-an issue that strikes at the
heart of the American household. Under
Biden, says Miranda, the United States
is “more divided than ever.”

Not their president 
According to opinion polls, more

than half of conservative voters still
do not consider 79-year-old Biden to
be their president, convinced-wrong-
ly-that the 2020 election was tainted
by significant fraud. “I believe the
election was stolen,” says Boston resi-
dent Jenn Goode, without offering
anything to back up her claim.

Democrats took advantage of the
pandemic to manipulate the election,
the 59-year-old insists, again without
evidence. Unvaccinated against
COVID-19, she says she doesn’t
believe media reports, only relying
on mainstream journalism “for
weather or sports.” — AFP

One year on, verdict on Biden’s
Divided States of America

BOSTON, Massachusetts: File photo shows Demonstrators protest masks, vaccine
mandates and vaccine passports, with some supporting vaccines, at the State House
in Boston, Massachusetts. US President Joe Biden came in facing extraordinary
challenges: A nation divided after the Donald Trump years, the COVID pandemic, and
an economy in tumult. —AFP

Tonga runway 
cleared for 
aid flights 
WELLINGTON: Tonga finished removing a
thick coat of ash from an international runway
yesterday after days of painstaking effort,
clearing the way for desperately needed emer-
gency aid to arrive in the isolated and disaster-
stricken nation.

UN crisis coordinator Jonathan Veitch told
AFP the runway on the Pacific kingdom’s main
island, once buried in five to 10 centimetres
(two to four inches) of volcanic ash, was again
operational. It is “cleared but not in use yet”, he
said, adding that Tonga could receive much-
stalled flights from Australia and New Zealand
from today.

Three people were killed when the Hunga
Tonga-Hunga Ha’apai volcano exploded on
Saturday, triggering tsunami waves that ripped
down homes and caused widespread flooding.

The overwhelmed Tongan government has
called the dual eruption-tsunami “an unprece-
dented disaster” and reported that waves as
high as 15 metres (50 feet) destroyed almost
every home on some outlying islands.

Virtually the entire population of 100,000
people has been affected, and initial assessments
indicate an urgent need for drinking water.
When the underwater caldera exploded, it fired
debris 30 kilometres (19 miles) into the air and
deposited ash and acid rain across the kingdom
of 170 islands — poisoning water supplies. 

“Water supplies across Tonga have been
severely impacted by ashfall and saltwater
from the tsunami,” said Katie Greenwood of
the International Federation of Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies. She said there was a
“mounting risk of diseases such as cholera
and diarrhoea”.

Cleared for landing 
For days, Australia and New Zealand have

had military transport C-130 aircraft laden with
supplies ready to go, but their departure has
been repeatedly delayed.  Local authorities
were only able to clear about 100-200 metres
of the runway per day. Ash particles pose a
threat to modern jet aircraft, including by melt-
ing and accumulating in the engines.

Both countries have also sent help by sea,
with Royal New Zealand Navy ships HMNZS
Wellington and HMNZS Aotearoa expected to
arrive in Tongan waters on Friday.  They are car-
rying water supplies and a 70,000-litre a day
desalination plant, as well as navy hydrographic
and dive personnel to survey shipping channels.

Australia’s helicopter landing vessel HMAS
Adelaide is expected to soon set sail on a voy-
age of five days. China also said it would send
emergency supplies such as drinking water,
food and disaster relief equipment when flights
allowed. There are fears for the island’s food
supplies, with a tearful speaker of the national
assembly Fatafehi Fakafanua saying “all agri-
culture is ruined”. “It’s very sad to hear, so on
top of the water that we need in Tonga, it
seems that we’ll be facing a food shortage,” he
told the Pacific Media Network.

The eruption was one of the most potent in
decades, releasing a pressure wave that tra-
versed the planet, travelling at supersonic
speeds of about 1,230 kilometres per hour (760
miles per hour), New Zealand’s National
Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research
said. It broke a vital undersea communications
cable that links Tonga with the rest of the
world. Partial communications were restored on
Wednesday with mobile phone network
provider Digicel announcing “international calls
service is back up”. — AFP

Syrian doctor on 
trial for crimes 
against humanity 
FRANKFURT: A Syrian doctor went on trial in
Germany yesterday accused of crimes against human-
ity including torture and murder in his war-torn home-
land, in the latest European court case involving loyal-
ists of President Bashar al-Assad’s regime.

Alaa Mousa, 36, who arrived in Germany in 2015
and practised medicine there until his arrest, faces 18
counts of torturing detainees at military hospitals in
Homs and Damascus in 2011-12, including setting fire
to a teenage boy’s genitals. He also allegedly adminis-
tered a lethal injection to a prisoner who resisted
being beaten, according to federal prosecutors.

The defendant, who arrived at the court in a blue
suit and wearing an FFP2 face mask, has so far
denied the charges. The trial at Frankfurt’s higher
regional court comes after another German court
last week sentenced a former Syrian colonel to life
in jail for overseeing the murder of 27 people and
the torture of 4,000 others at a Damascus deten-
tion centre a decade ago.

That verdict, hailed by victims as “historic”,
marked the culmination of the first trial globally
over state-sponsored torture in Syria. The proceed-
ings in Germany are made possible by the legal
principle of “universal jurisdiction”, which allows
countries to try people for crimes of exceptional
gravity, including war crimes and genocide, even if
they were committed in a different country.

Other cases involving the Syrian conflict have
also sprung up in France, Norway and Austria. In
2017, Sweden became the first country to convict a
former Syrian soldier of a war crime. “Over the past
decade, a large amount of evidence about atrocities
in Syria has been collected, and now... those efforts
are starting to bear fruit,” said Balkees Jarrah of
Human Rights Watch. He criticised the Frankfurt
court however for not providing Arabic translations
of the proceedings for the public.

‘Absolute power’ 
Mousa left Syria for Germany in mid-2015, arriv-

ing not as a refugee but on a visa for skilled work-
ers. He worked in several places as an orthopaedic
doctor, including in the spa town of Bad Wildungen,
before being arrested in June 2020 after Syrian wit-
nesses came forward.

German federal prosecutors say Mousa worked
in military hospital 608 in the Syrian city of Homs
and military hospital 601 in the capital Damascus,
where injured detainees were brought after being
arrested for opposing Assad’s regime.

But instead of being treated, many were tortured
“and not infrequently killed” in such hospitals as
part of Assad’s brutal repression of the opposition,
prosecutors allege. Reading the charge sheet at the
start of the trial, public prosecutor Anna Zabeck
accused Mousa of torturing detainees “within the
framework of a widespread and systematic attack
on civilians”. In one case, Mousa is accused of
pouring flammable liquid on a prisoner’s wounds
before setting them on fire and kicking him in the
face so hard that three of his teeth had to be
replaced. — AFP

FRANKFURT, Hessen: Defendant Alaa M (2nd R),
accused of crimes against humanity including torture
and murder in his war-torn homeland Syria, has his
handcuffs taken off and stands next to his lawyers
Oussama Al-Agi (2nd L) and Ulrich Endres (R) as he
arrives at court in Frankfurt. — AFP

Six dead in 
fire at Spain 
retirement home  
MADRID: Six elderly people died and two others
were seriously injured when a fire ripped through a
retirement home near Valencia in eastern Spain, the
emergency services said yesterday. Ten ambu-
lances rushed to the scene after the fire broke out
around 11:20 pm (2220 GMT) Tuesday, with res-
cuers evacuating 71 people.

Medics initially gave a toll of five dead and three
seriously hurt, although one of the injured later
died. “I can confirm that a sixth person has died,
another elderly person,” an emergency services
spokeswoman told AFP as the local authority
declared three days of mourning.

Three men aged 67, 79 and 85 were among the
dead, along with three women aged 78, 89 and 95.
Nine fire engines were deployed to tackle the fire
at the elderly residence in Moncada, just north of
the eastern resort city of Valencia.

The fire was raging when they arrived, consum-
ing one wing of the residence, the emergency serv-
ices said. Local mayor Amparo Orts told Spain’s
RNE radio the wing affected by the blaze had been
“very badly damaged” and it was not clear whether
the residence would be able to continue operating.

Initial reports pointed to an electrical fault in
one of the bedrooms but Orts said it was “too ear-
ly” to establish the cause. “We are declaring three
days of official mourning from today until Friday
and will hold a minute’s silence at midday” on
Wednesday, she said.

Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez sent his
condolences to the families of the victims, saying
he was “following with concern the condition of
those injured. All our heartfelt support to them
and to the community,” he tweeted. Valencia’s
regional leader Ximo Puig also offered his condo-
lences to all the families who had lost a loved one
in the blaze. — AFP


