
MELBOURNE: The former principal of an ultra-ortho-
dox Jewish school in Australia went on trial Wednesday
over charges she sexually assaulted three female stu-
dents. Malka Leifer, 56, has been charged with 29
offences stemming from her time as the principal of the
Adass School in Melbourne, according to an indictment
released by the court.

The school is part of an ultra-orthodox Jewish sect in
Melbourne known for its reclusive nature. The charges,
stretching from 2003 to 2007, included raping a student
during a school camp, and sexually assaulting another
girl inside a school office.

She was also accused of sexually assaulting one of
the students after asking her to come over and clean her
house. Leifer, a mother-of-eight who left Zionist entity
in 2001 to teach at the school, has pleaded not guilty to
each charge. According to the indictment, Leifer raped
one student after inviting her home to “sleep over for
kallah lessons”-a kind of pre-wedding etiquette class
that includes sexual education.

On other occasions Leifer told the students she was
preparing them to be wives, prosecutor Justin Lewis
told the court in his opening statement. “This will help
you for your wedding night,” Leifer said after one sexu-
al assault, according to Lewis.

“This is what is good for you,” she allegedly said

during another incident. The 29 charges included 10
counts of rape, 10 counts of indecent assault, and three
counts of sexually penetrating “a 16 or 17 year old
child”.

Sheltered upbringing 
Lewis told the court the three students had a shel-

tered upbringing that made it difficult to raise the alarm
about Leifer, who was a highly respected teacher. One
of the students told Leifer that her mother had been
physically and verbally abusive at home, the court
heard. Leifer would later use this information to dis-
courage the student from making a complaint, Lewis
said, indicating that she would “tell everyone” about the
student’s family life in retaliation. The allegations finally
came to light when one of the students confided in her
therapist, Lewis told the court.

Defence lawyer Ian Hill said Leifer denied “all of the
criminal conduct alleged by each of the complainants”
and that her interactions with the students were “pro-
fessional and proper”.

“We deny that they are telling the truth,” he said. Hill
said Leifer told a fellow teacher in 2008 that she had
“done nothing wrong”. Australia has strict laws sur-
rounding the reporting of sexual assault, and some
details of the case have been suppressed. — AFP
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MELBOURNE: A general view shows the County Court (R) in Melbourne on February 8, 2023, where Malka Leifer, the
former principal of an ultra-orthodox Jewish school in Melbourne, went on trial over charges she sexually assaulted
three female students.— AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s President Ranil Wickremesinghe (L) and the Speaker of the parliament Mahinda Yapa
Abeywardena arrive for the opening session of the parliament in Colombo on February 8, 2023. — AFP

HARMANLI: Photograph shows men walking in front of the entrance of the Registration and Reception centre at
Harmanli. Bulgaria faces mounting accusations that it is abusing people trying to cross its border with Turkey, with
asylum seekers saying they have been pushed back, locked up, stripped and beaten. — AFP

S Korea parliament 
to impeach minister 
over crowd crush 
SEOUL: South Korea’s parliament voted to impeach the
country’s interior minister on Wednesday over a
Halloween crowd crush in Seoul that killed more than
150 people, the first such effort to remove a cabinet min-
ister. Interior Minister Lee Sang-min has come under
pressure to resign following heavy criticism over his
handling of the October 29, 2022 disaster, when scores
of young costumed partygoers, mostly women in their
20s, were killed in the popular Itaewon nightlife area.

Lee will be suspended from official duty following
the impeachment motion-which passed 179-109 along
party lines in the opposition-controlled parliament-until
the country’s Constitutional Court rules on the matter.

The motion said that despite his responsibility as an
interior minister, Lee had “failed to take crisis prevention
measures for large crowd events.” The parliamentary
vote followed a months-long special investigation that
concluded in January and said there had been massive
planning and response failures-but stopped short of
blaming any top government or national police agency
officials. The impeachment motion said Lee’s immediate
response to the crowd crush had contributed to a
delayed and poorly-coordinated deployment of emer-
gency responders. It also criticised his claim immediate-
ly after the disaster that deploying more fire and police
personnel would not have prevented it. Lee later apolo-
gised for the remark.

“Not only did he fail to carry out his role bestowed
by the Constitution he also breached the basic integrity
demanded of senior officials with his inappropriate
remarks,” the impeachment motion reads. President
Yoon Suk-yeol’s office, which has staunchly defended
Lee’s handling of the disaster, slammed the motion, say-
ing it would be a “shameful episode in parliamentary
history.” The move comes as Seoul city officials tussle
with the families of Itaewon disaster victims over a
memorial they have set up, which authorities say is ille-
gal and have threatened to demolish. The grieving fami-
lies have set up an altar near City Hall in downtown
Seoul, but authorities want them to move it to a base-
ment in a subway station in Itaewon. Then-president
Park Geun-hye was impeached in 2017, but the country
has never taken such action against a cabinet minister
before. — AFP

Thai children 
facing charges 
over protests
BANGKOK: More than 200 children in Thailand are
facing serious criminal charges, including sedition, for
their role in largely peaceful pro-democracy protests
that shook the kingdom in 2020, Amnesty International
said Wednesday.

Youth-led demonstrations calling for political
change and reform to Thailand’s untouchable monar-
chy drew tens of thousands onto the streets of
Bangkok at their peak in late 2020. Amnesty accused

the Thai authorities of having “arrested, prosecuted,
surveilled and intimidated” child protesters for taking
part, in a report calling for charges to be dropped
against under-18s.

“Children with their whole lives ahead of them now
face severe repercussions merely for participating in
peaceful protests,” Amnesty International Thailand
researcher Chanatip Tatiyakaroonwong said. Nearly
300 under-18s have faced criminal charges related to
the protests, the human rights campaign group said,
and more than 200 cases are still active.

Most were accused of violating rules around public
gatherings imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic.
But at least 17 minors are facing accusations of insult-
ing the monarchy, which can carry long prison terms.

Under the kingdom’s lese-majeste laws-among the
harshest in the world-insulting the monarchy can carry

a jail sentence of up to 15 years per charge. The
youngest child arrested during a protest was 11 years
old, the report said, while in another case police
reportedly used cable ties to restrain a 12-year-old in
July 2021.

Minors told researchers that as well as following
them, authorities had also put pressure on their teach-
ers and parents to discourage them from participating
in protests. “In addition to charges, some child pro-
testers risk facing the added penalty of being dis-
owned or abused by their own parents, due to the
pressure put on them by authorities,” Chanatip said.

In some cases this led to family arguments and even
physical abuse and homelessness, the report said.
Amnesty urged the Thai authorities to drop charges
against peaceful child protesters, saying they should be
free to protest without it holding them back. — AFP

Ousted Sri Lankan 
president quizzed 
over cash stash
COLOMBO: Sri  Lankan pol ice told AFP on
Wednesday they are investigating ousted president
Gotabaya Rajapaksa over a hidden cash stockpile
uncovered when protesters stormed his former resi-
dence last  year. Rajapaksa presided over an
unprecedented economic crisis that saw the island
nation’s 22 million people suffer through months of
food, fuel and pharmaceutical shortages. He fled the
country last July after an angry mob besieged his
compound-tendering his resignation from abroad
days later-but has since returned and is living under
armed guard.

Protesters occupied his presidential palace for sev-
eral days, discovering 17.5 million rupees ($48,000)
hidden in Rajapaksa’s private quarters that they later
turned over to police. Police investigators on Monday
“recorded a three-hour long statement from the former
president Gotabaya Rajapaksa on the cash found in the
president’s house”, police spokesman Nihal Thalduwa
told AFP.

A court in the capital Colombo had ordered police

to take a statement on the cash stockpile last
November. Thalduwa said the interrogation was part of
an ongoing investigation, without giving further details.

Rajapaksa is part of a powerful political clan that
has dominated Sri Lankan politics for decades. He won
a landslide election in 2019 after promising “vistas of
prosperity and splendour” but saw his popularity nose-
dive as the country’s crisis worsened.

Protesters set up camp in his residence after he fled
the country, frolicking in his pool and strolling around
the compound’s lush gardens until they were ordered
to leave by police. Several corruption cases lodged
against Rajapaksa stalled after he was elected presi-
dent in 2019, giving him immunity from prosecution
that he has since lost.

He also faces charges in a US court for his alleged
role in the 2009 assassination of prominent newspaper
editor Lasantha Wickrematunge, and the torture of
Tamil prisoners at the end of the island’s traumatic civil
war in 2009 while he was defence chief.

Rajapaksa’s successor Ranil Wickremesinghe has
hiked taxes and is renegotiating with Sri Lanka’s
creditors to smooth the way for a sorely needed
International Monetary Fund bailout. Critics accuse
Wickremesinghe of being too close to his predeces-
sor’s family and images of the pair chatting at a
Buddhist festival on Sunday triggered outrage on
social media. — AFP

Rebels take NZ 
pilot hostage 
in Papua
JAKARTA: Separatists in Indonesia’s breakaway
eastern region of Papua have taken a New Zealand
pilot hostage after attacking a small passenger
plane and setting it on fire at an airport in a remote
mountainous area, officials and a rebel group said.
Papuan insurgents who seek independence from
Indonesia have previously threatened and attacked
aircraft they believe to be carrying military or gov-
ernment personnel and supplies for Jakarta’s forces.

The West Papua National Liberation Army
(TPNPB), the military wing of Papua’s main sepa-
ratist group, claimed Tuesday’s attack on a Susi Air
plane in Nduga district-an area where rebels have
launched several attacks on authorities and civilians
in recent years.

“The pilot has been taken to a TPNPB head-
quarters, it is very far away in another district,”
TPNPB spokesman Sebby Sambom told AFP
Wednesday. “It takes a long time to get there,
maybe a day or two, They will probably arrive
today.” He added that five passengers on board the
plane were released after its arrival from the mining
town of Timika because they were ethnic Papuans.
The rebels are demanding for Indonesia to recog-
nise Papuan independence in return for the pilot’s
release and a meeting with Indonesian President
Joko Widodo facilitated by the international com-
munity, Sambom said.

Since the attack, a joint team of Indonesian mili-
tary and police was dispatched to search for the
pilot, national police chief Listyo Sigit told
reporters Tuesday. New Zealand Prime Minister
Chris Hipkins told Radio New Zealand Wednesday
he only had preliminary information about the
hostage situation but said their embassy in Jakarta
was “working on the case”.

Wellington “was aware of the situation involving
a New Zealand pilot in Papua” and was providing
consular support, a Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
Trade spokesperson said. Rebel attacks in Papua
have risen in recent years and flying is the only
available option to reach remote mountainous areas
there.—AFP

SEOUL: South Korea’s Interior and Safety Minister Lee Sang-
min (C) attends an integrated defence council presided over
by the South Korean President at the Blue House in Seoul on
February 8, 2023. South Korea’s parliament voted to
impeach the country’s interior minister. — AFP

Bulgaria accused 
of brutal border 
pushback, beatings
ELHOVO: Bulgaria faces mounting accusations that it
is abusing people trying to cross its border with
Turkey, with asylum seekers saying they have been
pushed back, locked up, stripped and beaten. The EU
member serves as a gateway into the bloc and is trying
to tighten the border to stop a rising number of people
seeking to cross, which has reached levels unseen
since 2015.

“Since the beginning of last year we have been see-
ing very intensive and brutal pushbacks of people,” a
practice that is illegal in the EU, said Diana Dimova,
head of Bulgarian refugee help group Mission Wings.

Asylum seekers’ testimonies collected by AFP and
reports by the European border guard agency Frontex

likewise point to the use of brutal methods at the
Balkan nation’s southeastern frontier. Border police
thwarted 164,000 “irregular crossing” attempts in
2022, compared to 55,000 in 2021, interior ministry
figures show. Rising numbers in Bulgaria have already
contributed to Austria and the Netherlands blocking
its bid to join the Schengen visa free zone and will also
be high on the agenda of an EU summit in Brussels lat-
er this week.

In a bid to stem the flow, Bulgarian authorities have
stepped up controls along the 234-kilometre (145-
mile) barbed wire fence covering almost the entire
border with Turkey. There have been accounts of
abuse. A 16-year-old Syrian who AFP met in a border
town said he was detained after crossing into Bulgaria
and held in a “closed camp with a high fence” that he
called “a prison”. One night, he and other detainees
were driven to the border fence with Turkey. “There,
they divided us into Arabs and Afghans and started
beating us up. They beat us with batons,” he said on
condition of anonymity, adding that he was pushed
back over the border to Turkey.—AFP


