
OTTAWA: Canada will pay hundreds of Indigenous
communities more than $2 billion in compensation
for nearly a century of abuse suffered by children in
residential schools, its government has announced.

The Can$2.8 billion (US$2.1 billion) settlement,
the result of a class action lawsuit by 325
Indigenous groups, will be placed in a not-for-profit
trust independent of the government. It will be used
to “revitalize Indigenous education, culture, and
language — to support survivors in healing and
reconnecting with their heritage,” according to a
press release.

“It has taken Canada far too long to own up to its
history, own up to the genocide it committed and
recognize the collective harm caused to our nations
by residential schools,” said Garry Feschuk, an
Indigenous leader who is one of the plaintiffs in the
suit. “It is time that Canada not only recognize this
harm, but help undo it by walking with us. This set-
tlement is a good first step,” he said in the statement
released Saturday.

From the late 1800s to the 1990s, Canada’s gov-
ernment sent about 150,000 children into 139 resi-
dential schools mostly run by the Catholic church,
where they were cut off from their families, lan-
guage and culture. Many were physically and sexu-
ally abused, and thousands are believed to have
died of disease, malnutrition or neglect.

The discovery of hundreds of unmarked graves
at the sites of the former schools over the past two
years has dragged the legacy of those institutions
back into the spotlight as Canada reckons with its
dark colonial past. More than 1,300 graves have
been identified, the most recent earlier this month.

In Lebret, Saskatchewan, ground-penetrating
radar has uncovered nearly “2,000 areas of inter-

est” that need to be thoroughly investigated, the
Star Blanket Cree community said. A fragment of a
child’s jawbone dating to some 125 years ago has
already been identified on the grounds of a former
residential school in the western Canadian commu-
nity. The search areas were selected near the
Catholic-run residential school — which was open
until 1998 — on the advice of former students.

“The residential school system decimated our lan-
guages, profoundly damaged our cultures, and left a
legacy of social harms. The effects go beyond my
generation. It will take many generations for us to
heal,” said Shane Gottfriedson, another Indigenous

leader and plaintiff. “We believe that all survivors
deserve justice and the compensation to which they
are owed,” said Marc Miller, federal minister of
Crown-Indigenous Relations in the press release.

The precise terms for disbursing the $2.8 billion
will be determined by the federal court on February
27. A national commission of inquiry in 2015 called
the residential school system a “cultural genocide.”
Last year, Pope Francis visited Canada on a peni-
tential trip to apologize for the “evil” perpetrated in
the schools — a gesture seen by many survivors as
overwhelming, but only the beginning of a process
of healing and reconciliation. — AFP
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News in brief
US forces capture IS members

BEIRUT: US forces have captured three Islamic
State group members during a helicopter and
ground raid in eastern Syria, the US military’s
Central Command (CENTCOM) said Sunday.
CENTCOM described the militants as facilitators, a
logistician, and an “associate” of the jihadist group
and said they were captured a day earlier. A civilian
sustained “minor injuries” and was taken to a med-
ical facility, CENTCOM said in a statement. — AFP

Arab states boycott Libya meeting

TRIPOLI: Major Arab states boycotted a ministe-
rial meeting hosted by Libya’s interim government
on Sunday, with just five of the Arab League’s 22
members sending their top diplomats and even the
bloc’s secretary general staying away. The snub
underlines Arab divisions over the Tripoli-based
government, whose legitimacy is contested by a
rival administration in the war-scarred country’s
east. — AFP 

Egypt lawyers end strike

CAIRO: Members of the Egyptian Bar Association
on Sunday called off a days-long strike held in
protest against the jailing of six colleagues, a state-
ment said. The association had announced Thursday
an open-ended strike to condemn their colleagues’
sentencing to two years in jail over a court brawl
earlier this month. The bar association decided “to
cancel the suspension of work”, it said in the state-
ment. The move came after an appeals court on
Sunday ordered the six be released and scheduled
a verdict for February 5. — AFP

No blast in 1994 ferry sinking

STOCKHOLM: A faulty bow door rather than a
blast or collision caused the 1994 sinking of the
Estonia ferry that killed 852 people, investigators
said Monday, dismissing questions raised by a 2020
documentary. The preliminary findings of a fresh
probe opened in 2021 by Estonian, Finnish and
Swedish authorities reinforce the conclusions of the
official 1997 inquiry. That report found that the dis-
aster in the Baltic Sea was caused by the bow door
of the ship being wrenched open in heavy seas,
allowing water to gush into the car deck. — AFP

Chavez ally released from prison

CARACAS: A close ally of the late Venezuelan
leader Hugo Chavez who fell out with his successor
Nicolas Maduro said Saturday he had been freed
after spending five years in prison. The release of
Miguel Rodriguez Torres, a former minister, was
widely seen as stemming from recent reconciliation
talks in Mexico between the leftist Maduro govern-
ment and the Venezuelan opposition. The talks are
aimed at ending a long-running political and eco-
nomic crisis. After his release, news reports said
Rodriguez Torres left for exile in Spain. —  AFP

SADDLE LAKE: In this file photo taken on June 8, 2022 Eric Large, former Saddle Lake First Nation chief and Blue
Quills Indian Residential School survivor, points to where unmarked graves have been found in Saddle Lake
Cemetery on Saddle Lake Cree Nation in Alberta. — AFP

Settlement for class action lawsuit by 325 Indigenous groups

US abortion rights
‘war’ rages on 50
years after ruling
WASHINGTON: The fight for abortion rights “isn’t
over,” US President Joe Biden said Sunday, 50 years
after a landmark Supreme Court ruling had guaranteed
that right, before the court reversed itself last June.

“Today should’ve been the 50th Anniversary of Roe
v. Wade,” the Democratic president said on Twitter,
referring to the original ruling. “Instead, MAGA
Republican officials” — supporters of former presi-
dent Donald Trump, with his Make America Great
Again slogan — “are waging a war on women’s right
to make their own health care decisions.”

Since the Supreme Court overturned the Roe ruling
— a reversal made possible with the votes of three
conservative justices appointed by Trump — some 20
Republican-led US states have passed laws banning or
severely restricting abortion rights. Biden added: “I
haven’t stopped fighting to protect women’s reproduc-
tive rights - and I never will.” In a weekend of compet-
ing demonstrations from the two sides of the heated
national debate, some 300 women in New York
demonstrated Sunday for abortion rights, chanting slo-
gans — including “My body, my choice” — like those
heard at the time of the original 1973 Roe ruling.

And Vice President Kamala Harris, speaking in
Tallahassee, Florida, joined the calls to protect abor-
tion rights. “How dare they?” she asked in an impas-
sioned address before a group of abortion-rights

advocates. To loud applause, she assailed recent abor-
tion-limiting laws passed by “extremists, including in
states like Florida,” adding: “We will not back down.”

‘Movement is recharging’
Florida, whose Republican governor Ron DeSantis

is considered a rising star on the American right, now
bans abortions after 15 weeks, with no exceptions for
incest or rape. One in three American women now live
in a state that has imposed severe restrictions on abor-
tion, according to Planned Parenthood, an abortion
advocacy group and women’s health provider.

“While what’s happening to patients and providers
is devastating, our movement is recharging,” the
group’s president, McGill Johnson, said at the event
with Harris. “Rain or shine, we will show up and keep
fighting. Every. Single. Day.”

Biden’s own powers in this area are relatively limit-
ed, with the battle mostly going on now at the state
level. And anti-abortion groups, with strong support
on the religious right, have not lessened their pressure.

Nationwide, thousands of them marched Friday to
demand a nationwide abortion ban. Biden, in his series
of tweets Sunday, said that “a woman’s right to choose
is non-negotiable,” and he called on Congress to pass
legislation codifying the abortion rights laid out in the
Roe case. But with Republicans now in control of the
House of Representatives, the lower chamber of
Congress, such legislation has virtually no chance of
succeeding. Since June, Biden has had to settle for
issuing relatively limited orders, such as authorizing
Veterans Administration hospitals to provide abortion
services. The White House also wants to protect
access to mifepristone-based pills, which can be used
to end a pregnancy in the early weeks. — AFP

Estonia to expel
Russian ambassador
in tit-for-tat move
TALLINN: Estonia said Monday it would expel the
Russian ambassador from Tallinn in retaliation for
Moscow’s expulsion of the Estonian ambassador.
Tensions between Russia and its European neighbours
have spiked since Moscow invaded Ukraine last year.

“We stand by the principle of parity in relations
with Russia,” the Estonian ministry of foreign affairs
said in a tweet sent in English, adding that the Russian
ambassador would have to depart at the same time as
his Estonian counterpart, ordered by Moscow to leave
on February 7.

Russia’s foreign ministry said in a statement issued
on Monday it downgraded its diplomatic relations with
Estonia, accusing the Baltic country of “total
Russophobia.” This is the first time Russia has expelled
an ambassador of an EU country since Moscow sent
troops to Ukraine on February 24.

The measures come after Estonia drastically
reduced staff levels at Russia’s embassy in Tallinn,
Moscow’s statement said. “Russia’s steps will not deter
us from providing continued support to Ukraine,”
Estonian Foreign Minister Urmas Reinsalu said in a
tweet following tit-for-tat response from Tallin.

Controversial welcome
Elsewhere, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov

was welcomed by his South African counterpart for
talks in Pretoria on Monday, in a visit that has sparked
criticism against the backdrop of the war in Ukraine.

A continental powerhouse, South Africa has refused
to condemn Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and resisted
taking sides over the war. The conflict has triggered
sweeping Western sanctions against Moscow and
attempts leave it diplomatically isolated.

South African foreign Minister Naledi Pandor told a
press briefing ahead of the meeting the talks would
help “strengthen the already good relations” between
the two countries. Sitting alongside Lavrov she
described Russia as a “valued partner”.

South Africa recently assumed the chairmanship of
the BRICS, a grouping that also includes Brazil, Russia,
India and China to challenge the dominant US- and
European-led global governance structures. Last
week, it announced it will host 10-day joint maritime
drills with Russia and China off the port city of Durban
and Richards Bay in February.

But the links with Moscow has triggered criticism in
the country, with some accusing the government of
having abandoned it neutral stance. “It is becoming
increasingly clear that the South African government is
openly siding with Russia,” said Darren Bergman, a
lawmaker with the main opposition Democratic
Alliance (DA) party.

Last week, the foundation of late South African
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, a Nobel Peace Prize win-
ner, called the planned naval exercises “disgraceful”
and “tantamount to a declaration that South Africa is
joining the war against Ukraine”. — AFP

US citizen
detained in Iran
ends hunger strike
WASHINGTON: A US-Iranian dual national impris-
oned in Tehran ended a seven-day hunger strike on
Monday, saying he had lost 10 pounds but felt
strengthened in his resolve to fight for the release of
US prisoners. Siamak Namazi, who has been detained
since October 2015, said his strike marked the seventh
anniversary of Washington’s decision to exclude him
from a prisoner release that saw five other Americans
freed after the inking of a historic denuclearization
deal with Iran.

Namazi had called on US President Joe Biden to
consider the plight of American prisoners in Iran for a
minute each day — one “for each of the seven years of
freedom he... lost” since the prisoner swap, according
to a statement released by his lawyer on Monday.

“I went on hunger strike because I’ve learned the
hard way that US presidents tend to rely more on their
political thermometer than their moral compass when
deciding whether or not to enter a prisoner deal with
Iran,” he said. “I denied myself food for an entire week
so that maybe President Biden will recognize just how
desperate the situation of the US hostages here has
become.” According to his lawyer, Namazi lost about
10 pounds (4.5 kilograms) and his blood pressure
spiked above normal levels during the hunger strike.
He also struggled to stay warm, the statement said.
Namazi was blocked from leaving the country after a
2015 visit and sentenced to 10 years for collaborating
with a foreign government, charges that he denies and
that US officials have called groundless.

After Donald Trump nixed the nuclear deal with
Iran, the Biden administration had sought to restore it,
while also insisting the pact could not go forward
without the release of imprisoned Americans. But, after
painstaking negotiations, Biden has acknowledged that
the deal is effectively dead. Tehran generally refuses to
acknowledge dual citizenship and earlier this month
announced the execution of British-Iranian dual
national Alireza Akbari, convicted of spying for the
United Kingdom, a charge he denied. — AFP

TALLAHASSEE: US Vice President Kamala Harris speaks to mark the 50th anniversary of the 1973 US Supreme Court Roe
v. Wade decision, in Tallahassee, Florida, on January 22, 2023. — AFP

MOSCOW: Estonian and EU flags fly outside the Estonian
embassy in Moscow on January 23, 2023.  — AFP

Wagner deserter
arrested in Norway
OSLO: A former member of Russian mercenary group
Wagner who fled to Norway about 10 days ago has
been arrested for violating immigration law,
Norwegian police said Monday. Twenty-six-year-old
Andrei Medvedev crossed the Russian-Norwegian
border in the far north in the early hours of January 13
and sought asylum in the Scandinavian country. His
lawyer told AFP last week that he was “willing to
speak about his experiences in the Wagner Group to
people who are investigating war crimes”.

Medvedev claims to have fought in Ukraine as a
member of Wagner for four months before deserting in
November, when the paramilitary organization led by
businessman Yevgeny Prigozhin allegedly extended his
contract against his will. A potentially valuable witness
in shedding light on the group’s reported brutality in
Ukraine, Medvedev has been questioned by
Norwegian authorities since arriving in the country.

“The concerned individual has been arrested under
the immigration law and it is being considered whether

he should be processed for detainment,” Jon Andreas
Johansen, a police official in charge of immigration
affairs, told AFP in an email. The police did not specify
the exact reasons for his arrest and declined to com-
ment further.

Medvedev’s Norwegian lawyer, Brynjulf Risnes,
said that Medvedev was arrested for refusing to follow
restrictions imposed by police since his arrival in the
country. “There are naturally lots of security measures
that have been taken and he finds it difficult to conform
to them,” Risnes added. “He’s not accused of anything.”

Many questions remain about Medvedev’s past and
the circumstances of his escape, with some experts
saying he could not have crossed the heavily guarded
border without assistance. He claims to have dashed
across the frozen Pasvik river that marks part of the
Russian-Norwegian border as he was chased by
attack dogs and Russian border guards who fired at
him. AFP has not been able to independently confirm
his account of events.

Wagner has not denied he worked for the contro-
versial fighting force. The Norwegian policy’s criminal
investigations service Kripos, which is taking part in
an international inquiry into war crimes in Ukraine, has
been interrogating Medvedev since Saturday. — AFP


