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The trials of
JULIAN ASSANGE

Stefania Maurizi is an investigative journalist working for the Italian daily
La Repubblica. She has worked on all WikiLeaks releases of secret

documents and partnered with Glenn Greenwald to reveal the Snowden

Files about Italy. She has authored two books—Dossier WikiLeaks: Segreti

Italiani and Una Bomba, Dieci Storie. In an exclusive (electronic)
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interview with Eresh Omar Jamal of The Daily Star, Maurizi talks about

the continued arbitrary detention of Julian Assange, why powerful

governments see WikiLeaks as an existential threat, and the implications
for global press freedom if Assange is prosecuted for publishing secret

government documents.

immense pressure, provided that he wants
to hold out at all.

his name and the abuses committed by his
centre were open secrets within their inner
circles. Although the New York Times
finally did, later on. But this was and still is
the reality in the US, and even though it
may not be as bad in the UK, it's still quite
bad. Look at what happened with the arrest
of Glenn Greenwald's husband, David

You recently had the chance to visit
Julian Assange at the Ecuadorian
Embassy in London. When was this and

Assange was vindicated not so long ago
can you describe the state he is in? & gag

as to why he cannot leave the embassy
when the US Department of Justice
“accidentally” revealed in November that
the founder of WikiLeaks had been

I was able to visit him on November 19,
after 8 months of failed attempts, because
last March the Ecuadorian authorities cut

off all his social and professional contacts,
with the exception of his lawyers, and in
the preceding 8 months, 1 had asked for
permission to visit him nine times
without success—the Ecuadorian
authorities didn't reply at all to my
requests.

When I was finally granted permission
to visit the WikiLeaks founder at the
Ecuadorian embassy in London last
November, I was literally shocked to see
the huge impact his isolation has had on
his health. Because I have worked as a
media partner with him and his
organisation, WikiLeaks, for the last nine
years, | have met him many times and can
tell when there are any changes in his
body and mind. I wondered how his mind
could keep working; but after talking to
him in the embassy for two hours, I have
no doubt that his mind is working fine. I
still wonder how that's possible after six
and a half years of detention without even
one hour of being outdoors. I would have
had a physical and mental breakdown
after just 6 months, not after 6 years.

Detention and isolation are killing him
slowly, and no one is doing anything to
stop it. The media reports, the
commentators comment, but at the end of
the day, he is still there; having spent the
last six and a half years confined to a tiny
building with no access to sunlight or to
proper medical treatment. And this is
happening in London, in the heart of
Europe. He is not sitting in an embassy in
Pyongyang, It is truly tragic and
completely unacceptable. And I'm simply
appalled at the way the UK authorities
have contributed to his arbitrary
detention, and have opposed any solution
to this intractable legal and diplomatic
quagmire.

Having bravely defended Assange for
years, the Ecuadorian government in late
March cut off almost all his
communications with the outside world.
What prompted this turnabout and what
is its purpose?

Politics has completely changed in
Ecuador, and more in general, in Latin
America, since 2012, when Ecuador
granted Julian Assange asylum. [ have
never had any interviews with the current
Ecuadorian President, Mr Lenin Moreno,
but based on his public declarations, it's
rather obvious to me that he does not
approve of what Julian Assange and
WikilLeaks do.

With all his problems, Rafael Correa
(former president of Ecuador) protected
Assange from the very beginning, whereas
Lenin Moreno considers him a liability.
Moreno is under pressure from the right-
wing politicians in Ecuador, and also from
very powerful governments, like the US
and UK governments, who will leave no
stones unturned to jail Assange and
destroy WikiLeaks. I am not sure how long
Lenin Moreno will hold out against this

secretly charged in the US. What do you
think those charges are for?

It's hard to say unless the charges get
declassified and I really appreciate how the
US organisation, Reporters Committee for
Freedom of the Press, is fighting before the
court in the Eastern District of Virginia, US,
to have the charges declassified.

There is no doubt whatsoever that the
US authorities have always wanted to
charge him for WikiLeaks' publications.
They have wanted to do so from the very
beginning, since 2010, when WikiLeaks
released its bombshell publications like
the US diplomatic cables.

But the US authorities have been
unable to do so due to the fact that
WikilLeaks' publication activities enjoy
constitutional protection thanks to the
First Amendment. So it will be very
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interesting to see how they will get around
this constitutional protection in order to
be able to charge him and other WikiLeaks
journalists and put them all in jail.

Why have some of the most powerful
governments and intelligence agencies
invested so much resources to attack
Assange and WikiLeaks?

You have to realise what it meant for the
US national security complex to witness
the publication of 76,000 secret
documents about the war in Afghanistan,
and then another 390,000 secret reports
about the war in Iraq; followed by 251,287
US diplomatic cables and 779 secret files on
the Guantanamo detainees; and to watch
WikilLeaks save Edward Snowden, while the
LIS was trying everything it could do, to
show the world that there is no way of
exposing the NSA's secrets and keep your
head attached to your neck having done so.
You have to realise what this means in
an environment like that of the US, where
even the most brilliant national security
reporters didn't dare to publish the name
of the head of the CIA Counterterrorism
Center, Michael D'Andrea, even though

Miranda, at the Heathrow Airport during
the publication of the Snowden Files. Look
at what happened with The Guardian being
forced to destroy its hard drives during the
publication of those files.
There are different levels of power in

our societies and generally in our western
democracies, criticism against the low,

medium and high levels of power via

journalistic activities is tolerated.

Journalists may get hit with libel cases,
have troubles with their careers; however,
exposing those levels is permitted. The
problem is when journalists and media
organisations touch the highest levels, the
levels where states and intelligence

agencies operate.

WikiLeaks is a media organisation that
has published secret documents about
these entities for years, and Julian Assange
and his staff have done this consistently,
not occasionally like all the other media
organisations do. You can imagine the
anger these powerful entities have towards
WikiLeaks—they perceive WikiLeaks as an
existential threat and they want to set an
example that says, "Don't you dare expose
our secrets and crimes, because if you do,
we will smash you.”

If Assange is prosecuted, what impact
might it have on other publishers and
journalists and on press freedom

globally?

It will have a huge impact and that is why
organisations like the American Civil
Liberties LInion are speaking out. Never

before in the US has an editor and media
organisation ended up in jail for

publishing information in the public
interest. If Julian Assange and the
WikiLeaks' staff end up in jail, it will be
the first time in US history and will set a
devastating precedent for attack on press
freedom in the US, but actually, not only
in the US. Because if a country like the S,
in which the activities of the press enjoy
constitutional protection, treats journalists
this way, you can imagine how other
countries where the press doesn't enjoy
such strong protection will react. It will
send a clear message to them: “Your hands

are free.”

At the end of the day, [ think there are
two sides to this Assange and WikiLeaks
saga: the US-UK national security
complex, but more in general, I would say,
the people within the national security
complex, who want to destroy Julian
Assange and WikiLeaks to send a clear
message to journalists: “Don't mess with
us if you don't want your lives to be
destroyed.” While on the other side, there
are the freedom of the press guys, meaning
journalists like me, who want to
demonstrate the exact opposite: that we
can expose power at the highest levels, we
can expose the darkest corners of
governments and come out alive and well.
And actually, we must do this, because real
power is invisible and hides in the darkest
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My name is Ahmed

Il Y Name Is

Khan" is a

2010 Shah
Rukh Khan-Kajol starrer
Indian hit film, In the
cine world, plagiarism is
the name of the game,
and sure enough
Dhallywood followed suit
in 2013 with a romantic
action movie by the same
name with local
heartthrobs Shakib Khan and Apu Biswas doing
the honours. And here am I at curtains of 2018,
being rather original; the last name has been
changed.

Surname is important, as has been aptly
demonstrated in the run up to party
nominations for the forthcoming national
elections. Sons and daughters, brothers and
sisters, and wives of course found themselves in
an advantageous position simply because their
parent, sibling and husband were once elected
parliamentarians.

Admittedly politics does run in the blood. We
have seen several gifted politicians, who have
carried the family torch with glowing luminosity.
But, that cannot be true for every human vein
entering the hallowed Sangsad Bhaban. Just
because someone's dad was an empee of
exemplary political wisdom and oratory prowess,
in no way should imply that his child would be
able to carry the responsibility with even near
equal dexterity. But, in reality (for instance) the
big Khan is replaced by junior Khan, who may
have been settled in Saskatchewan for the past
two decades, and speaks fluent Filipino Tagalog,
That is because hereditary politics is the main
politics in the subcontinent, and to some extent
some parts of Asia.

The baap ka beta passing of baton is rare in
the developed world. In the USA there have been
exceptions: Little Bush of Walker fame, who won
the 2001 elections, albeit controversially and,
despite a second term, later was much less
successful than his dad, the just demised 41st US
president, and the father Adams (2nd President)
and his son (6th). In the UK, William Pitt, the
Elder, was prime minister during 1766-1768,
and his son William Pitt, the Younger, between
1783-1801. In modern times, nahhh.

Whereas a policeman's son is not guaranteed
a job in the force, nor a general's daughter in the
army, nor a professor's brother in a university,
how is a politician smugly poised that his son
will inherit his constituency? Or, his wife. A
movie star's child occasionally does don a
parent's makeup, but some have had their
careers (if any) nipped in the bud and head
dipped in cow dung. A star footballer cannot
hand over his No. 10 jersey to his daughter, nor
can a crooner substitute herself with her son
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because her voice is broken one crucial evening.

The fact on the ground, however, is that when
a politician, for example Chowdry, has gone
home, all beneficiaries of the departed are eager
not to rock the boat. Collectively, they remain in
control politically and economically by reaching
out to a descendent or Bhabi. “Wherever will be
Bhabi Chowdry, we are there to serve the
country”, the air and the sky are mukhorito with
such poetic slogans.

Not only to seek election nomination, the
name-dropping is useful at busy ticket counters,
after a traffic violation, and when promoting a
suitable boy to prospective in-laws. No wonder
we are not allowed to write our name on an
examination answer script. Bhabi would get all
the marks.

In the days of printed telephone directory in
the UK and perhaps North America, there was a
nasty egoist tussle to be the last entry in the list.
So names like Zamarach stood no chance when
someone named himself Zzzachry.

My predicament is at the other end. I get close
to five calls a day from call centres of various
products ranging from readymade apartments to
lakeside land fifty miles away, from availing
health facilities abroad to purchasing rice and
daal, not because I am a valued customer but
because I have a surname with initial A. In my
case, it is not name-dropping but it has now come
to dropping my surname under a daily barrage of
phone calls. Mind you, they are polite with pretty
names, and there are no calls after five.

Irritating yes the callers are. Initially, I used to
get extremely perturbed, and was accordingly
vocally and rather unprintably expressive. But,
realising they were just doing their job as part of
their hard-earned employment, I now respond
with civility and even call some of them "Baba”.
Only they cannot see the fume in my hair,

People whose surname initial is halfway
down the English alphabet and beyond can
consider themselves truly fortunate. By the time
the caller reaches L or M, it's time to pack shop
at the call centre. Come the next midmorning,
they start calling again from A, and I have the
pleasure to address them with parental respect.
This New Year I plan to gift every call centre a
few bookmarks, and address them as
Uncle/Aunty. That should settle it.

Me Lord! There should be a law against
unsolicited phone calls at all hours that are
infringing on our privacy. Interested advertisers
should pay for newspaper and TV adverts. The
media should commence an all-out war against
imploring over mobile telephones because they
are losing money:.

Me Lord! Hang on, that's my cell phone

ringing,

Dr Nizamuddin Ahmed is a practising Architect at BashaBar]
Ltd., a Commonwealth Scholar and a Fellow, a Baden-Pawell
Fellow Scout Leader, and a Major Donor Rotarian.
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