
PORT MORESBY: A 7.6-magnitude earthquake
shook Papua New Guinea Sunday, damaging build-
ings, triggering landslides and killing at least five
people, with several others severely injured.
Residents in northern towns near the epicentre
reported intense shaking mid-morning that cracked
roads and rattled the cladding off buildings.

Local member of parliament Kessy Sawang said
at least two people had died in remote mountain
villages, with four others airlifted to hospital in
critical condition. “There has been widespread
damage,” she told AFP, adding that a landslide had
buried homes and “split” one village where people
had “lost their houses”.

In nearby Wau, Koranga Alluvial Mining said
three miners had been buried alive. There are lim-
ited communications in the area, few government
resources and very few paved roads, making
assessment and rescue efforts difficult.

Small  aviation companies and missionary
groups were involved in airlifting some of the
injured across the rugged jungle landscape. “It’s
very difficult, the terrain, the weather. It’s chal-
lenging,” said Nellie Pumai of Manolos Aviation,
which had transported one person out and was
trying to return.

In the eastern highland town of Goroka, resi-
dents captured images of window awnings falling
off the cracked walls of a local university. It was
“very strong”, said Hivi Apokore, a worker at the

Jais Aben Resort near the coastal town of Madang.
“Everything was like sitting on a sea-just float-

ing.” The quake was felt as far as the capital Port
Moresby about 300 miles (480 kilometres) away.
The US Geological Survey initially issued a tsuna-
mi warning for nearby coastal areas, but subse-
quently said the threat had passed. But fearful
locals near the sea nevertheless fled for higher
ground-reporting that the water level had sudden-
ly dropped.

‘Massive’ 
The nation’s leader, James Marape, said the

quake was “massive” and told people to be cau-
tious, but said he expected the damage to be less
than that from a 2018 quake and series of after-
shocks, which killed an estimated 150 people.

However, the scale of the damage and number
of casualties from Sunday’s quake was still unclear.
“National and provincial disaster agencies, as well
as leaders, have been asked to assess the damage
and injuries to people and attend to these as soon
as possible,” Marape said.

State-backed communications firm DataCo said
it was experiencing “multiple service disruptions”
to the operation of a domestic undersea communi-
cations cable as well as the PIPE Pacific Cable 1
that runs from Sydney to Guam.

It was not yet clear if there was any damage to
regional airports. The quake struck at a depth of 61

kilometres (38 miles), about 67 kilometres from the
town of Kainantu, according to the US Geological
Survey. Papua New Guinea sits on the Pacific
“Ring of Fire”, causing it to experience frequent

earthquakes. Earlier Sunday, the US Geological
Survey also reported two strong quakes in the
remote Mentawai Islands off the western coast of
Sumatra in neighbouring Indonesia. — AFP
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LAE, Papua New Guinea: Handout photo shows fallen equipment in a computer room at Wawin National High
School near the city of Lae following a 7.6-magnitude earthquake off Papua New Guinea’s coast. —AFP

Five dead in ‘massive’ Papua New 
Guinea quake, several injured

‘Everything was like sitting on a sea-just floating’

Appeal to start in 
French court over 
Charlie Hebdo attack
PARIS: An appeal trial is set to begin Monday as
two men ruled to have helped Islamist gunmen pre-
pare a deadly 2015 attack on satirical weekly
Charlie Hebdo seek to overturn their convictions.
Twelve people were killed at the magazine’s Paris
office by brothers Said and Cherif Kouachi, who
said they were acting on behalf of Al-Qaeda to
avenge Charlie Hebdo’s decision to publish cartoons
of the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH). 

The killings signalled the start of a deadly wave
of Islamist attacks around Europe. The first trial was
held in 2020 with 14 defendants-some tried in their
absence-accused of helping the gunmen prepare
and organise the attacks in the French capital.

Jail terms ranging from four years to life were
handed out for those convicted of helping the gun-
men, who attacked the magazine’s office and cus-
tomers at a Jewish supermarket. Only two, those
given the heaviest sentences, have appealed.

Ali Riza Polat, 37, was sentenced to 30 years in
prison after it was ruled he had helped the Kouachi
brothers and Amedy Coulibaly secure weapons.
Coulibaly was responsible for the murder of a
French policewoman and a hostage-taking at a
Hyper Cacher market in which four Jewish men
were killed in the same month as the January
Charlie Hebdo attack. Polat’s lawyers have argued
that the appeal is a last chance to “correct the mis-
takes of a judicial system overwhelmed by the scale
of these attacks”.

They said he was “wrongly attributed a role he
never played” in the attacks. The other defendant,

Amar Ramdani, was handed 20 years in prison for
supplying weapons and financing the attacks-the
maximum allowed under law.

The Kouachi brothers and Coulibaly were killed
during a police assault. The appeal court will have
six weeks to weigh up the degree of responsibility
of the pair. Several days at the start of the trial will
be given to hearing testimony from survivors of the
attack and relatives of the victims.

Those shot dead in the Charlie Hebdo office

included some of France’s most celebrated cartoon-
ists including Jean Cabut, known as Cabu, 76,
Georges Wolinski, 80, and Stephane “Charb”
Charbonnier, 47.  The Charlie Hebdo killings trig-
gered a global outpouring of solidarity with France
under the “I am Charlie” slogan. Later that year, in
November 2015, Paris was again attacked when
Islamist gunmen went on the rampage at the
Bataclan concert hall, the national stadium and at a
host of bars and restaurants. — AFP

PARIS: File courtroom sketch made on December 14, 2020 shows Ali Riza Polat (C), who is believed to have been
the right-hand man of Amedy Coulibaly, who killed a police officer in January 2015 and the next day shot dead
four people at a Jewish supermarket, speaking in front of others defendants at Paris’ courthouse during the trial
of 14 people suspected of being accomplices in the Charlie Hebdo and Hyper Cacher jihadist killings. —AFP

Shadow of Lesotho’s
music wars hangs
over massacre
JOHANNESBURG, South Africa: When 16
people were shot dead at a South African tav-
ern, few thought the investigation would lead to
the kingdom of Lesotho, where a war between
rival music gangs has claimed scores of lives.

South African police launched a manhunt
this week for five suspects over the July 10
shooting, which saw assailants with high-calibre
weapons descend on a Soweto bar and open
fire on patrons seemingly at random.

More than 100 cartridges were found at the
scene of a crime that shocked the nation. Police
identified one of the main suspects as Sarel
Lehlanya Sello, a Lesotho man described as a
“well-known” figure to law enforcement agen-
cies in the Johannesburg area.

Sello is reported to be a leader of “Terene”,
a Lesotho gang rooted in “famo” music, a local
form of hip-hop that has been tied to a wave of
violence. In images released by authorities,
Sello can be seen sporting a beanie emblazoned
with the word “Terene”, which means “train” in
the Sotho language, a reference to the great
migrations of workers to South African mines in
the 1970s.

A traditional yellow and black shepherd’s
blanket-the gang’s colours-is wrapped around
his shoulders. More than 15 percent of moun-
tainous Lesotho’s 2.2 million people live in
South Africa. The country is landlocked within
its larger neighbour and economically depend-
ent on it. Detectives are tight-lipped on what
could have triggered the shooting and have
urged those with information to come forward.
Meanwhile the suspects, wanted on 16 counts
of murder and seven of attempted murder, are
thought to be on the run “in a neighbouring
country”, according to authorities.

In Maseru, Lesotho’s capital, it is difficult to
loosen tongues on a gang war that several local
sources say has killed about 100 people over
the past 15 years. The “famo” music scene has
become almost clandestine, with shows now
taking place under heavy police presence.

‘Endless revenge’ 
“It went out of control”, famo singer Morena

Leraba, told AFP about deadly rivalries, com-
paring the violence to the gang wars that
marked the history of American rap in the
1990s. The famo hails from the chants that black
Lesotho labourers sang on the long journey to
South Africa’s diamond and gold mines about a
century ago. “Today, we would call it rap,” said
Rataibane Ramainoane, the founder of local
radio station MoAfrika FM. Early famo per-
formers would sing of the tiring voyage to
South Africa, the lonely evenings in the “she-
beens”-clandestine bars during apartheid-and
the harshness of everyday life.

Musical instruments were gradually intro-
duced, with the accordion emerging as the
emblem of a genre now considered as “the soul
of the country”. “Famo is part of everyday (life).
You hear it everywhere on the streets, in the
taxi ranks,” said Leraba. 

As the music’s popularity grew, white South
African producers started to market records
and by the end of apartheid, some artists were
enjoying success selling thousands of copies.
With time, lyrics became more confrontational,
as singers threw jabs at each other. What start-
ed as a war of words, evolved into street vio-
lence. “Some were jealous of those who sold
better than them and literally started eliminating
them,” said Ramainoane. Radio stations
accused of favouring one group or another with
more airtime, began receiving threats. —AFP

Divided Catalan 
separatists to march 
on national day
BARCELONA, Spain: Catalan separatists hold
their annual march in Barcelona on Sunday, but
won’t be joined this year by their leader, whose
support for dialogue with Madrid has divided the
movement. The annual “Diada” on September 11
marks the fall of Barcelona to Spain in 1714 and has
traditionally drawn vast crowds.

Under the slogan, “We’re back to win: independ-
ence!” organisers hope to mark the comeback for a
movement still reeling from the failed 2017 inde-
pendence bid and then the COVID-19 pandemic.
“Our reliance on political parties is over, only the
people and civil society can achieve independence,”
said the Catalan National Assembly (ANC), an influ-
ential association which, over the past decade,
transformed this once-minor anniversary into a
massive annual event.

But the ANC, the region’s biggest grassroots
separatist movement, has been very critical of dia-
logue started between the Catalan government of
Pere Aragones, a moderate separatist, and Madrid.
It said the “October 1 victory,” when separatists
organised a 2017 independence referendum despite
a ban by Madrid, and the pro-independence majori-
ty in the Catalan parliament “must not be wasted in
dialogue with the Spanish state and on internal
squabbles”.

This year, Aragones has decided not to attend
the march. Last year, his presence drew derisive
whistles from some of the 108,000 people who
turned out to demonstrate at what was one of the
smallest turnouts in a decade, police figures
showed. “It wouldn’t make much sense if my pres-
ence there was used against the government I run,”
he told regional public television on Wednesday,
referring to his separatist coalition which groups
the left-wing ERC and hardline JxC.

Aragones belongs to ERC, which favours a nego-
tiated strategy to achieve independence via dia-

logue with Madrid, while JxC wants to maintain a
confrontational approach. Other ERC government
members won’t attend Sunday’s march, while JxC
representatives will.

Gone are the years when vast crowds would
paralyse the streets of Barcelona, when the Diada
drew more than a million participants in the run-up
to the 2017 independence bid. Five years on from
that frenetic autumn, when the Catalan government
made a short-lived declaration of independence,
triggering Spain’s worst political crisis in decades,
the context is very different.

Those behind the bid were arrested, tried and
sentenced to long jail terms by Spain’s top court,
although they were later pardoned. Others fled
abroad to avoid prosecution, leaving the separatists
sharply at odds over how to move forward.

ERC-a small player in Spain’s national parlia-
ment, but which has offered crucial support to
Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez’s minority govern-
ment-says it is fully committed to dialogue. That
hasn’t changed despite recent revelations that the
Spanish intelligence service had spied on separatist
politicians. —AFP

BARCELONA: Demonstrators wave Catalan pro-
independence “Estelada” flag and light flares as
they sing a Catalan anthem during a protest mark-
ing the “Diada”, the national day of Catalonia, in
Barcelona on September 11, 2022. — AFP

Modi to attend 
regional summit 
NEW DELHI: India said Sunday that
Prime Minister Narendra Modi will take
part in a regional summit in Uzbekistan that
according to Russia will see face-to-face
talks between Vladimir Putin and Chinese
President Xi Jinping.

The gathering of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) comprising
China, Russia, four Central Asian countries-
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan-India and Pakistan is due to take
place in Samarkand on September 15 and 16.

On Wednesday Russia’s ambassador to
China said that Putin and Xi would meet at
the summit, in what will be the Chinese
leader’s first trip abroad since the early
days of the coronavirus pandemic. Beijing’s
foreign ministry did not immediately con-
firm the meeting, with a spokesperson say-
ing at a regular press briefing that “there is
no information to provide” on the matter.

The Indian government statement on
Sunday did not say whether Modi would
hold bilateral talks with Putin, Xi or-for the
first time since he became Pakistani prime
minister in April-Shehbaz Sharif.

Sourcing most of its arms from Russia,
India like China has refused to condemn
Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine and has
ramped up purchases of Russian oil. India’s
relations with China have been frosty since
fighting in 2020 on their disputed
Himalayan border left at least 20 Indian and
four Chinese soldiers dead. Modi and Xi
have not held bilateral talks since 2019.
India is also part of the so-called Quad
together with the United States, Japan and
Australia, a grouping seen as a bulwark
against China. — AFP


