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GOMA, DR Congo: Fresh clashes between M23
rebels and soldiers erupted in eastern DR Congo on
Thursday, officials said, as the militia declared that
it was not bound by a ceasefire agreement. M23
spokesman Willy Ngoma told AFP that the deal
brokered between the Congolese and Rwandan
presidents in Angola on Wednesday was irrelevant.
“We are Congolese, not Rwandan,” he said. “If
there’s a ceasefire, it can only be between us and
the Congolese government”.

Talks between the Democratic Republic of
Congo’s  leader  Fe l ix
Tshisekedi and Rwanda’s
Paul  Kagame in Angola
on Wednesday in i t ia l ly
raised the prospect of a
ceasef i re  between the
M23 and the Congolese
government.

Violence between the
mostly Congolese Tutsi
rebels and the DRC’s army
has flared in recent weeks.
The DRC has repeatedly
accused neighbouring
Rwanda of backing the M23, a charge the small
central African country has always denied.

The M23’s announcement on Thursday that it is
not bound by the ceasefire, came after clashes
between its fighters and Congolese troops broke
out in Rutshuru territory in Congo’s eastern North
Kivu province in the morning.

A Congolese army commander accused the
rebels of attacking military positions in the area in
violation of the ceasefire. However, the M23 denied

the claim and accused the army of starting hostili-
ties. The M23 — or “March 23 Movement”-first
leapt to prominence when it briefly captured the
eastern Congolese city of Goma in 2012 before it
was driven out in a joint UN-Congolese offensive.

After lying mostly dormant for years, the group
resumed fighting last November after accusing the
Congolese government of fail ing to honour an
agreement to incorporate its fighters into the army,
among other issues.

Fierce fighting has seen the rebels make significant
advances in eastern Congo.
Last month, M23 fighters
c a p t u r e d  t h e  s t ra t e g i c
town of Bunagana on the
C o n g o l e s e - U g a n d a n
border.

Ceasefire 
M23 c lashes have

plunged relations between
the DRC and Rwanda to its
lowest point in years. The
relationship between the
two countries had already

long been strained since the mass arrival in the
eastern DRC of Rwandan Hutus accused of slaugh-
tering Tutsis during the 1994 Rwanda genocide.

Both countries have in recent weeks accused the
other of carrying out cross-border shelling, trigger-
ing international appeals for calm. On Wednesday,
Congo’s leader Tshisekedi met Rwanda’s Kagame in
the Angolan capital Luanda for talks mediated by
Angolan President Joao Lourenco at the request of
the African Union.

“We have agreed on a ceasefire, among other
measures,” Lourenco said at the end of the mini-
summit. The DRC and Rwanda agreed among other
things to a “roadmap” towards normalising diplo-
matic ties, including through ending hostilities
involving the M23 and the Democratic Forces for

the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) — a mostly eth-
nic Rwandan Hutu group active in eastern DRC.

The vast mineral-rich DRC is struggling to con-
tain dozens of armed groups in its volatile east,
many of which are a legacy of two regional wars a
quarter of a century ago.  —AFP

Fresh clashes in DR Congo as 
rebels dash ceasefire hopes

M23 announce that it is not bound by the ceasefire

Singapore executes 
two drug traffickers 
despite outcry
SINGAPORE: Singapore hanged two drug traf-
fickers Thursday in what campaigners con-
demned as a “shameful and inhuman punish-
ment”, taking to four the number of executions
in the city-state since March. The latest execu-
tions come after the hanging of a mentally dis-
abled man in April sparked international out-
rage, with the European Union and United
Nations among those speaking out against it.

Singapore has some of the world’s toughest
anti-drugs laws, and insists that capital punish-
ment remains an effective deterrent against traf-
ficking despite growing pressure to abolish it.
Those executed Thursday were Kalwant Singh, a
31-year-old from neighbouring Malaysia, and
Singaporean Norasharee Gous, 48, the prisons
department said.

Kalwant’s remains were taken back to
Malaysia by his family on Thursday afternoon,
prominent Singaporean rights campaigner
Kirsten Han said. Amnesty International said
Singapore’s use of the death penalty was “a bla-
tant violation of human rights”.

“We urge the Singaporean authorities to
immediately stop this latest wave of hangings
and impose a moratorium on executions as a
step towards ending this shameful and inhuman
punishment,” said the group’s Emerlynne Gil.

Phil Robertson, deputy Asia director at
Human Rights Watch, added that Singapore was
flouting international norms on rights that pro-
hibit “cruel” punishments. Recent drug busts in
the city-state “show just how hollow Singapore’s
claims are about the supposed ‘deterrent’ effect
of these cruel executions”, he said. Kalwant and
Norasharee were convicted in 2016 of trafficking
heroin in the same case. The Malaysian lodged a
last-ditch appeal Wednesday, with his lawyers
arguing he provided information that helped
authorities arrest a key suspected drug trafficker.

But a three-judge panel dismissed the appeal,
saying drug enforcement officials did not use
any information he provided to arrest the sus-
pect. After a hiatus of over two years, the city-
state resumed executions in March with the
hanging of a Singaporean drug trafficker, and
activists fear more will be conducted in the
coming months. In a recent BBC interview, Home
Affairs and Law Minister K Shanmugam defend-
ed Singapore’s position on the death penalty,
saying there is “clear evidence that it is a serious
deterrent for would-be drug traffickers”.  —AFP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s new
government on Thursday suspended
a longstanding flight route ban that
penalised airlines for bringing in
coronavirus cases and severely
impeded travel into the city, saying it
was “not very effective”.

The financial hub has become
increasingly isolated under harsh pan-
demic restrictions as it mirrors a
lighter version of China’s strict zero-
COVID policy, with the once busy
Hong Kong airport now a relative avi-
ation graveyard. On Thursday, new
city leader John Lee’s government
said the “circuit breaker” rule was
being suspended to “achieve the most
in fighting the pandemic with the min-
imum cost on the society”. “At the
current stage, continued implementa-
tion of the ‘circuit breaker’ mechanism
is not very effective in preventing
imported cases,” the government said.

“Large number of passengers will
have their itineraries disrupted due to

the mechanism, and as the supply of
seats on planes and quarantine hotel
rooms fall short, the social costs gen-
erated will be remarkably high.”

Travelling to Hong Kong will still
pose a challenge as the city holds on
to its mandatory seven-day hotel
quarantine for all arrivals. Rooms at
the designated hotels are booked up
for months in advance.

Previous city leader Carrie Lam
introduced the rule last April which
banned airlines bringing in more than a
handful of infected passengers from
flying the designated route for a fixed
period. The penalty was reduced from
two weeks to a shorter five-day sus-
pension during its one-year imposition.

It was heavily criticised by indus-
try representatives who said Hong
Kong was in danger of losing its posi-
tion as a global aviation hub. So far in
2022 there had been more than 100
flight route bans, even though the
coronavirus had become endemic

within Hong Kong after a mass out-
break at the start of the year.

Reopening Hong Kong’s border
both with mainland China and the
rest of the world was one of former
top-cop John Lee’s main campaign
objectives before being selected to
run the city by a small committee of
Beijing loyalists in May. But it is

unclear how his administration can
achieve both objectives at the same
time. Lee told the city’s legislature
on Wednesday that Hong Kong was
not ready to abandon its  zero-
COVID policy. Hong Kong is cur-
rently facing an uptick of COVID-19
cases with numbers at their highest
level since April.  —AFP

GOMA: File photo shows a Congolese army pick up carrying troops heads towards the front line near Kibumba in the
area surrounding the North Kivu city of Goma during clashes between the Congolese army and M23 rebels.  —AFP

HONG KONG: Photo shows a health worker taking a swab sample from a child to be
tested for the COVID-19 coronavirus.  —AFP

Taleban excavate 
ex-leader Mullah 
Omar’s ‘getaway car’
KANDAHAR, Afghanistan:  The car used by
Taleban founder Mullah Omar to escape being
targeted by US forces after the 9/11 attacks
has been excavated in eastern Afghanistan,
where it lay buried for more than two decades,
officials said.

The white Toyota Corolla was buried in a vil-
lage garden in Zabul province by former Taleban
official Abdul Jabbar Omari, who ordered it to be
dug up this week. “It is still in good condition, only
its front is a bit damaged,” Rahmatullah Hammad,
the director of information and culture of Zabul
province, told AFP.

“This vehicle was buried by the mujahideen as
a memorial to Omar in 2001 to avoid it being lost,”
he said. Taleban media officials published pictures
of the car being dug from its vehicular grave by

men using hand shovels.
The Taleban want the car to be displayed in the

capital’s national museum as a “great historical
monument”, Hammad added. The Taleban were
formed in Kandahar by Mullah Omar, who led the
hardline Islamist movement to power in 1996 after
a bloody civil war, and imposed a strict interpreta-
tion of Islamic law on the country.

Afghanistan then became a sanctuary for
jihadist groups, including Osama bin Laden and
Al-Qaeda, the architects of the September 11
attacks. When the Taleban refused to hand over
bin Laden, the US and its allies launched air
strikes on Afghanistan, before invading, removing
the Taleban from power and installing a new gov-
ernment.

Taleban officials said this week that Mullah Omar
made his getaway from Kandahar in the Toyota
Corolla. He died in hiding in 2013, although officials
kept his death secret for several years. After two
decades of attempting to hold back a bloody insur-
gency, Washington withdrew the last of its troops
last year as the Taleban swept across the country,
seized Kabul and returned to power.  —AFP

ZABUL, Afghanistan: Taleban members dig up a Toyota
Corolla, used by Taleban founder Mullah Omar to escape
being targeted by US forces after 9/11, in Omrazai village in
the Seyora district.  —AFP
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Spain police seize 
record six tonnes 
of marijuana
BARCELONA: Spanish police said Thursday
they had seized a record six tonnes of marijua-
na after dismantling a plantation near
Barcelona in their biggest-ever seizure of the
substance. The operation saw police confiscat-
ing “just over six tonnes of marijuana, among
which were 3.5 tonnes of buds in vacuum-
packed thermal bags,” the National Police and
Guardia Civil police said in a joint statement.

They described the haul as “the biggest
quantity of marijuana ever seized in Spain”.
The investigation began in March 2021 when
investigators discovered a 32-hectare (80-
acre) plot in Vilassar de Mar, some 30 kilome-
tres (18 miles) up the coast from Barcelona

which was being used for growing hemp, or
cannabis plants, on an industrial scale.

But the signs put up around the site sug-
gesting it had a legal purpose were false, with
police quickly realising it was being used for
the large-scale cultivation of marijuana.
Thousands of plants were being grown in dif-
ferent warehouses and greenhouses, all care-
fully monitored by more than 100 cameras,
police said.

The site, which was also illegally tapping
into the power grid, had been operational
since at least 2018. During the operation,
police arrested five people, who were
charged with crimes against public health and
electricity fraud.

They also found 17 kilos of hashish resin,
which the gang were starting to produce. After
decades as the gateway for Moroccan hashish
to enter Europe, Spain is now seeing illegal
plantations multiply as the country morphs into
a cannabis production hub, attracting criminal
gangs from across the continent.  —AFP

Parliamentary hearings 
worldwide used to spread 
anti-vaccine conspiracies
PARIS :  S tand ing  on  the  podium of  the  Ohio
Statehouse in the United States last year, a nurse
pressed a key against her neck aiming to prove that
COVID vaccines make people magnetic. The key-
like the theory-didn’t stick, instead tumbling down
her neck and leading to the video of her testimony
going viral.

While the nurse’s failure mainly prompted derision,
it was just one example of how parliamentary hearings
worldwide have been weaponised to spread vaccine
misinformation since the start of the pandemic.
Parliaments have hosted known conspiracy theorists,
who quickly post edited videos of their testimony on
social media where the prestigious platform gives
them the veneer of legitimacy, experts warn. 

The nurse at the Ohio Statehouse was following the

lead of anti-vaxxer Sherri Tenpenny, who had earlier
testified at the invitation of Republican lawmakers,
and has promoted the thoroughly debunked theory
that coronavirus vaccines make people magnetic.

Known spreaders of COVID-19 misinformation
have addressed hearings across the United States,
such as Peter McCullough, who has testified to a
Texas Senate committee as well as the US Senate in
Washington DC. Such parliamentary hearings “are
part of an arsenal of disinformation,” said Sebastian
Dieguez, a neuroscientist specialising in conspiracy
theories at Switzerland’s University of Fribourg.

These figures paradoxically “need the seal of legiti-
macy imparted by the ‘system’,” such as mainstream
politicians and media, that they spend so much time
and rejecting, he told AFP.

“I do think having the opportunity to participate in
hearings gives those perspectives a legitimate plat-
form,” Molly Reynolds of the US think tank Brookings
Institution told AFP. She said she suspected that in
some cases Republicans invited anti-vaccine witness-
es to hearings to support their own views. —AFP


