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The election will be a first test of how willing 

Hezbollah’s opponents are to challenge the Shiite 
tandem. The leader of the Tehran-backed move-
ment’s parliamentary group set the tone as early as 
Monday when he warned rivals against becoming 
“shields for the (Zionists)”. 

His words were a reply to Samir Geagea, whose 
Lebanese Forces have championed the case for dis-
arming Hezbollah, and had laid down the gauntlet by 
vowing never to support Berri’s re-election or join a 
unity government. The new polarization of 
Lebanese politics raises fears of a repeat of deadly 
violence that broke out in Beirut last year between 
Hezbollah-aligned fighters and FL supporters. The 
L’Orient-Le Jour daily stressed in an analysis that 
Hezbollah’s parliament majority in recent years had 
enabled it “not to resort to terror to impose its deci-
sions and preserve its red lines”. 

“The risk of a total stalemate is real, deadlocks 
are a Lebanese specialty,” said Daniel Meier, a 
France-based researcher. In Lebanon’s unique and 
chaotic brand of sectarian consensus politics, form-
ing a government can take months, even when the 
country faces multiple emergencies. Between the 
two latest elections, two out of four years were 
spent under a caretaker government with limited 
powers as the country’s political barons haggled 

over cabinet lineups. 
The latest government, led by billionaire Najib 

Mikati, has only been in place since Sept 2021 after 
a 13-month vacuum. It was billed a mostly techno-
cratic government tasked with guiding Lebanon to 
recovery, but each minister was endorsed by one of 
Lebanon’s perennial heavyweights. Whether any of 
the 13 MPs labelled as representing the interests of 
the 2019 anti-establishment uprising would consid-
er joining a coalition government with that same 
establishment is doubtful. 

“There is change in the balance of power but this 
will not translate in a program for change because 
despite everything Hezbollah keeps its veto power,” 
analyst Sami Nader said. A quick fix would be to 
keep the Mikati government in a caretaker capacity 
until the presidential election. 

That is the last but not the least of the major hur-
dles in the institutional calendar. Due by the end of 
the year, the new parliament’s pick for a president 
to succeed Michel Aoun, who will be 89 by then, 
was further complicated by the latest election. He 
groomed his son-in-law Gebran Bassil for years but 
the electoral surge of the Lebanese Forces, the 
Christian rivals of Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement, 
is a spanner in the family works. 

Army chief Joseph Aoun has already been 
tipped as an alternative but talks could drag on. 
“Probably we will have a long period of stalemate 
in the parliament,” said Joseph Bahout, a professor 
at the American University of Beirut. He predicted a 
tunnel of institutional deadlocks could delay 
reforms requested by the International Monetary 
Fund for a critically needed rescue package until 
the spring of 2023. — AFP 
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“Abu Dhabi Police urges drivers to be cautious due 

to low visibility during high winds and dust,” the police 
force tweeted, as residents took to social media to pub-
lish photos and videos. “Please do not be distracted by 
taking any videos or using your phone,” it added. 

A National Center for Meteorology graphic showed 
nearly all the country covered by the storm, with the 
warning: “Be on the alert: hazardous weather events are 
expected.” Winds with speeds up to 40 km per hour 
are blowing the dust, it said, reducing visibility in some 
areas to less than 2,000m. However, a Dubai airports 
spokesman said there was no impact on air traffic. 
Weather conditions were expected to remain the same 
for the next few days. 

In neighbouring Saudi Arabia, badly hit on Tuesday, 
conditions eased in the capital Riyadh on Wednesday 
but continued to restrict visibility in the city center. 
Emergency rooms in Riyadh hospitals received some 
1,285 people suffering from respiratory problems over 
24 hours from the sandstorm, the state-run Al-
Ekhbariya channel reported late on Tuesday. 

The Saudi national weather centre reported that 
dust was also affecting visibility in the west and 
south, specif ical ly in Assir, Najran, Hael  and 
Madinah provinces. Madinah is home to Madinah 
city, the second-holiest city in Islam. The center 
predicted another sandstorm would arrive in the 
kingdom by Sunday. — AFP 

Burj Khalifa 
engulfed by...

DUBAI: This picture taken on May 18, 2022 shows a 
view of the haze obscuring the skyline with a 
mosque in the foreground during a heavy sand-
storm. — AFP 

ROME: Thirty years ago, the Sicilian 
mafia killed judge Giovanni Falcone 
with a bomb so powerful it was regis-
tered by experts monitoring volcanic 
tremors from Etna on the other side of 
the island. The explosion, which ripped 
through a stretch of motorway near 
Palermo at 5:56 pm on May 23, 1992 
sent shockwaves across Italy, but also 
s ignal led the start  of  the mafia ’s 
decline. 

Anti-mafia prosecuting magistrate 
Falcone, his wife, and three members 
of his police escort were killed. The 
mob used a skateboard to place a 
500-ki logramme (1 ,100-pound) 
charge of TNT and ammonium nitrate 
in a tunnel under the motorway which 
linked the airport to the centre of 
Palermo. 

Falcone, driving a white Fiat 
Croma, was returning from Rome for 
the weekend. At a look-out point on 
the hill above, a mobster nicknamed 
“The Pig” pressed the remote control 
button as the judge’s three-car convoy 
passed. 

The blast  r ipped through the 
asphalt, shredding bodies and metal, 
and flinging the lead car several hun-
dred metres. The three policemen on 
board were killed instantly. Falcone, 
whose wife was sitting beside him, had 
slowed seconds before the explosion 
and the car slammed into a concrete 
guard rail. 

His chauffeur, who was sitting in the 

back, survived, as did the three agents 
in the convoy’s rear. A “garden of 
memory” now stands on the site of the 
attack. Oil from olive trees that grow 
there is used by Sicilian churches for 
anointing children during baptisms and 
confirmations. 

 
‘Mafia massacre’  

Falcone posed a real threat to the 
Cosa Nostra, an organised crime group 

made famous by “The Godfather” trilo-
gy and which boasted access to the 
highest levels of Italian power. It was 
he who gathered evidence from the 
first mafia informants for a ground-
breaking trial in which hundreds of 
mobsters were convicted in 1987. 

And at the time of the attack, he 
headed the justice ministry’s criminal 
affairs department in Rome and was 
working on a package of anti-mafia 
laws. His murder woke the nation up. 
The Repubblica daily attacked the 

“mafia massacre” in its headline the 
next day, with a photo of the famous 
mustachioed magistrate, while thou-
sands of people in Palermo protested 
in the streets. 

All eyes turned to fellow anti-mafia 
magistrate Paolo Borsellino, Falcone’s 
close friend and colleague, who gave 
an interview at the start of July saying 
the “extreme danger” he was in would 
not stop him doing his job. On July 19, 

just  57 days after his  fr iend, 
Borsellino was also killed in a car 
bomb attack, along with five mem-
bers of his escort. Only his driver 
survived. 

Amid national outrage, the state 
threw everything it had at hunting 
down Cosa Nostra boss Salvatore 
(Toto) Riina, who was involved in 
dozens of murders during a reign 
of terror lasting over 20 years. 
Riina was arrested on January 15, 
1993, in a car in Palermo. 

 
The truth?  

The murders of  Falcone and 
Borsellino “in the long term turned out 
to be a very bad business for Cosa 
Nostra, whose management team was 
decapitated by arrests and informants’ 
confessions”, Vincenzo Ceruso, author 
of several books on the mafia, told AFP. 

Dozens of people have been con-
victed for their roles in the assassina-
tions. But Roberto di Bella, now an 
anti-mafia judge at the Catania juvenile 

court in Sicily, said that while “the 
majority of the perpetrators have been 
tried and convicted”, there remained “a 
part that is still not clear”. 

Survivors insist there are still bits of 
the puzzle missing and point  to 
Falcone’s belief there could be “possi-
ble points of convergence between the 
leaders of Cosa Nostra and the shad-
owy centres of power”. 

“We still don’t have the truth about 
who real ly ordered the murder of 
Giovanni  Falcone, because I  don’t 
believe that ignorant people like Toto 

Riina could have organised an attack 
as sophisticated as that in Capaci,” 
Angelo Corbo, one of the surviving 
bodyguards, said in a documentary.  

He  sa id  he  was  no t  a lone  i n 
believing there were “men in suits 
and  t i e s ”  among  the  mobs te r s . 
However, an investigation into possi-
ble  “hidden orchestrators”  of  the 
Capac i  a t tack  was  thrown out  in 
2013. “There is no evidence of the 
existence of external backers. There 
i s  no  doubt  tha t  these  a re  maf ia 
acts,” author Ceruso said. — AFP

Italy marks 30-year anniversary of  
murder of anti-mafia judge Falcone 

Falcone posed a real threat to the Cosa Nostra, an organised crime group 

REGGIO CALABRIA, Italy: File photo shows Italian judge Roberto Di Bella poses during an inter-
view at his office in the Juvenile Court in Reggio Calabria, Calabria, southern Italy. The anti-
mafia judge Giovanni Falcone, his wife and his bodyguards were killed in a bombing of his vehi-
cle on May 23, 1992. —AFP

WASHINGTON: After some four years 
probing Mars’ interior, NASA’s InSight lan-
der will likely retire this summer as accumu-
lated dust on its solar panels saps its power. 
The lander will, however, leave behind a 
legacy of data that will be tapped by scien-
tists around the world for years to come, 
helping to improve our understanding of 
planet formation, NASA said, while 
announcing on Tuesday the imminent end to 
InSight’s science operations. 

Equiped with an ultra-sensitive seis-
mometer, InSight recorded more than 1,300 
“marsquakes,” including a magnitude 5 
quake on May 4, the largest so far.  But 
around July, the seismometer will be turned 
off. The lander’s energy level will then be 
checked about once a day, and some pic-
tures may still be taken. Then by the end of 
2022, the mission will be completely 
stopped. The cause: the accumulation over 
months of Martian dust on the lander’s two 
solar panels, each measuring about seven 
feet (2.2 meters) wide. 

InSight, which is already running on only 
a tenth of the energy it had at the beginning, 
will soon find its batteries drained. The 
speed at which dust accumulated corre-
sponded more or less to what had been 
estimated by NASA. The lander got a new 
lease on life around a year ago, when its 
robotic arm was put to new and unplanned 
use to remove some dust from the solar 
panels, extending the mission. The maneu-
ver-employed six times successfully-saw 
the arm use dust itself to clear the panels, as 
it scooped up some martian soil and gently 

dropped onto the robot so the dirt was 
blown across the solar panels, clearing parts 
of their surface. 

Adding something to the lander specifi-
cally to clean the panels was forgone due to 
costs, explained Bruce Banerdt of NASA’s 
Jet Propulsion Laboratory, during a press 
conference Tuesday. Such a mechanism 
would leave “less to put into the science 
instruments,” he said. 

InSight, one of four missions currently on 
the Red Planet-along with the US rovers 
Perseverance and Curiosity, and China’s 
Zhurong-arrived on Mars in November 
2018. Its seismometer, made in France, has 

since paved the way for great advances. 
“The interior was kind of just a giant 

question mark,” said Banerdt, who has 
worked on the InSight mission for more than 
a decade. But thanks to InSight, “we’ve been 
able to map out the inside of Mars for the 
very first time in history.” 

Seismic waves, varying based on the 
materials they pass through, offer a picture 
of the interior of the planet. For example, 
scientists were able to confirm that the core 
of Mars is liquid and to determine the thick-
ness of the Martian crust-less dense than 
previously thought and likely consisting of 
three layers. _ AFP 

‘Garden of  
memory’

BERLIN: Germany’s ruling coalition 
will seek Thursday to strip former 
chancellor Gerhard Schroeder of 
official privileges like chauffeurs 
over his obstinate refusal to break 
off ties with Russian energy giants. 
Under an application by the three 
parties forming the government, 
Schroeder wil l  lose offices and 
employees paid for by taxpayers at 
an annual cost of around 400,000 
euros ($421,000). 

“The budget committee notes that 
the former chancellor Schroeder no 
longer upholds the continuing obli-
gations of his office,” said an appli-
cation due to be put before the com-
mittee Thursday. 

His office “will therefore be sus-
pended”, said the document seen by 
AFP. Schroeder will however contin-
ue to benefit from police protection. 
Despite a huge national outcry, 
Schroeder has stubbornly refused to 
quit his posts with Russian energy 
giants Rosneft and Gazprom follow-
ing Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine. 

Chancellor Olaf Scholz, who like 
Schroeder is from the Social 
Democratic Party, has also publicly 
urged the former leader to give up 
his Russian jobs, but to no avail. 
Schroeder, who was Germany’s 
chancellor from 1998 to 2005, is 
chairman of the board of directors of 
Russian oil giant Rosneft. 

The 78-year-old is also due to 
join the supervisory board gas giant 
Gazprom in June. The gas group is 

behind the controversial Nord 
Stream 2 pipeline from Russia, which 
has been halted by Scholz in one of 
the West’s first responses to the war 
in Ukraine. 

Schroeder himself signed off on 
the first Nord Stream in his final 
weeks in office, and currently heads 
the pipeline’s shareholders’ commit-
tee. With the extraordinary applica-
tion to remove Schroeder’s perks, 
Scholz’s coalition is also seeking to 
amend the rules on official privileges 
accorded automatically to former 
chancellors. 

The document calls for privileges 
in future to be extended only to 
those who exercise “continuing 
responsibility towards their office”, 
and no longer be granted based 
purely on their “status”. —AFP

Germany to strip Schroeder of 
official perks over Russia links

Gerhard Schroeder 

End of the line  
nears for NASA  
InSight Mars lander

This handout photo shows an image captured by NASA’s InSight Mars lander of one of its dust-cov-
ered solar panels on April 24, 2022. — AFP 


