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Country of the month: Belgium is a center of industry
by Cole van Miltenburg
Sports Editor

Belgium has a fascinating historical past and is a center of Euro-
pean industry and government. The small country of 11 million has 
a prime location in western Europe, sharing its northern border with 
the Netherlands and its southern border with France. 

Belgium’s unique history extends as far back as 57 BC, when its 
lands were conquered by the Roman general Julius Caesar. Later, in 
the fifth century AD, it was invaded by Germanic tribes that converted 
the country to Christianity, and in the eighth century was ruled by 
Charlemagne, the king of the Franks. Several centuries later, in 1549, 
Belgium was separated from France and divided into 17 independent 
provinces that were ruled by the Spanish Catholics; the country became 
known as the Spanish Netherlands. It was eventually handed over to 
the Netherlands in 1815, and finally became independent in 1830.

During World War I, Belgium declared itself neutral, yet was one of 
the first countries invaded by Nazis. During their stay in Belgium, the 
Germans took over the government and killed hundreds of thousands 
of people. In the 1930s, Belgium colonized the present-day countries 
of Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi, where it benefitted economically from 
mining and plantation farming. During WWII in 1940, Belgium was 
invaded again by the Germans, and the city of Antwerp was bombed 
when Allied forces entered Belgium to liberate the country.

Modern-day Belgium holds heavy governmental importance for 
all of Europe; its capital Brussels is the headquarters of both NATO 
and the European Union due to its central location. The Belgian gov-
ernment consists of both a parliament and constitutional monarchy. 
Different language regions exist within Belgium, which has caused 
cultural divides and challenges between government parties. Northern 

Belgians speak mostly Dutch or Flemish, whereas southern Belgians 
speak primarily French. Under the 1994 Constitution, the government 
provided autonomy to many of the language regions in Belgium. Within 
recent years it has been a growing challenge for the government to 
break down language barriers and reform in order to accommodate 
the language divide.

Although about 80 percent of Belgium’s trade is with other Euro-
pean Union countries, it has become globally known for several of 
its industries. The country’s metal industry imports iron ore, which is 
manufactured into iron and steel products such as bridges, vehicles, 
heavy machinery, and other metal tools and equipment that are 
exported to other countries. In 2008, Belgium produced over 700,000 
vehicles and employed over 100,000 workers, but in recent years the 

industry has suffered due to competitors. However, Toyota and other 
large car companies still have their European headquarters in Belgium. 

The country is also known for being one of the first to build railways 
and locomotives during the Industrial Revolution of the 1830s and was 
the first country in Europe to have a national railway system. Addi-
tionally, the diamond cutting industry in Belgium is world-renowned, 
specifically in the city of Antwerp, where over 1,500 diamond firms 
are located. About 80 percent of the world’s diamonds pass through 
Antwerp, which contributes about 30 billion euros to the Belgian 
economy every year. Rough diamonds are imported to Belgium, where 
they are sorted and graded. Most of these diamonds are distributed to 
other cutting plants throughout the world before being sold to jewelry 
markets; however, the most valuable ones are cut and polished by 
skilled craftsmen in Belgium. The country also has a textile industry 
that produces and exports wool, linen, cotton, and synthetic fibers. 
This industry began in the Middle Ages, when Flemish wool became a 
highly prized item and was exported throughout Europe.

Belgium is also famously known for its cuisine, which is very diverse 
due to both Dutch and French influences. Endive gratin is a common 
Flemish dish that has a tangy flavor and consists of chicory, cheese, 
ham and mashed potatoes. Additionally, mussels are a traditional food 
normally cooked in white wine and accompanied by frites, which are 
thick potato fries. Another common food is the Belgian waffle, which 
tastes soft, crisp, and sweet and is usually covered with sugar, and 
sometimes with fruit, chocolate, or whipped cream.

Overall, Belgium is a country with a fascinating history, culture, 
and food, as well as several unique industries that have prospered 
throughout the years.
(Sources: The Guardian, expatica.com, worldatlas.com)

by Rowyn van Miltenburg
News Editor

One US troop was killed and two were injured, 
along with four Afghan troop injuries in Afghan-
istan on Jan. 5. The group was part of a mission 
targeting the Taliban near Marja, Afghanistan.

Following the casu-
alties, two medevac 
helicopters were sent 
to the scene of the inci-
dent, reported Pentagon 
Spokesman Peter Cook. 
One helicopter landed 
and sustained damage 
to its rotor blades after 
hitting a wall and was 
subsequently grounded. 
The second medevac was 
“waved off after taking 
fire and returned safely 
to its base,” accord-
ing to Cook. All of the 
wounded were safely 
extracted from the site 
of the incident follow-
ing the attack. 

The US Specia l 
Operations troops were 
deployed in response to 
heavy fighting and an 
increase in Afghan casualties. The American casu-
alties occurred during a train-and-assist mission 

to halt the Taliban’s recent attempts to regain 
control of surrounding areas. The Taliban has 
made efforts to recapture lost territory in the past 
year, particularly in the Helmand province where 
Marja, Shia authority,  is located. The Taliban had 
control of Marja until the US Marines began to 

take it over in 2010.
In December, six Amer-

ican airmen were killed in 
a suicide bombing north 
of the nation’s capital 
Kabul. The incident, which 
occurred on the US Bagram 
air base, marked the larg-
est loss of American life in 
Afghanistan of 2015. 

The US has had a pres-
ence in Afghanistan since 
the 9/11 attacks in 2001. 
The Taliban is no longer 
in control of Kabul, but 
has made recent efforts to 
increase its presence.

Over the past few 
months, President Obama 
hinted at the withdraw of 
troops from Afghanistan, 
but has since said that they 
will stay in the country 
throughout much of 2016.

(Sources: The Washington Post, NY Times, CNN, 
Fox News)

by Violet Wallerstein
Wed Editor

The world’s largest sapphire has been found 
in a mine in Ratnapura, Sri Lanka. Weighing 
in at over 1,404.49 carats or 280 grams, it is 
approximated that the 
stone could sell for over 
100 million dollars. The 
stone is a blue-star sap-
phire, as is indicated by 
the pointed star shape 
on the stone’s surface. 
The new owner has named 
the rock “Star of Adam” 
in reference to the Muslim 
legend that Adam and 
Eve came to Sri Lanka 
after they were banished 
from the Garden of Eden 
and Adam’s tears created 
sapphires.

According to the 
owner, this precious gem 
is too large to be made into jewelry; the stone 
is most likely headed towards a life as a famous 
museum piece. The owner declined to use his name 
and remains anonymous for fear of compromising 
his safety. He also refused to announce the amount 
he paid to own the “Star of Adam.” 

 The owner expects to sell the stone for 300 
million dollars now that it has become famous, 
though no sale has gone through yet. The Gem-

ological Institute of Colombo certified this stone 
and categorized it as one of the largest sapphires 
in the world, if not the largest. 

This large stone is not the first grand precious 
gem to be found in Sri Lanka; three of the world’s 

largest sapphires have 
come from Sri Lanka, as 
its main gem export is 
mainly sapphires. Sap-
phires have long been 
associated with royalty, 
giving to the name 
“royal blue” for the deep 
blue shade. Sapphires 
are also extremely dura-
ble; the only other natu-
rally occurring material 
that can scratch their 
surface is diamonds.

 It is estimated that 
80 percent of Sri Lan-
ka’s rock formations 
could contain precious 

stones, which contributes to the fact that Sri Lanka 
is home to 70 of the world’s 200 varieties of colored 
stones. Its gem industry is steadily increasing and 
had risen in value to 165 million dollars in 2014. 
Sri Lankan sapphire fame came largely from Princess 
Diana’s ring featuring a Sri Lankan Ceylon sapphire 
that was passed down to the Duchess of Cambridge 
as an engagement ring.
(Sources: CNN, BBC, Newsweek, Oxford Business)

SPECIAL OPS: A special operations soldier in Afghanistan.

DISCOVERED: Large sapphires are commonly found in Sri Lanka.

TOURIST ATTRACTION: The reknown Grand Place and flower carpet in Brussels, Belgium.

by Jordan Evans
People Editor

In a gang-related ambush, 5 people shot and killed 33-year-old 
politician Gisela Mota Ocampo one day after her inauguration as 
mayor of her hometown, Temixco, Mexico. A city 60 miles south 
of Mexico City with a population of 100,000, Temixco is a stop 
on a notorious drug route that gang members use frequently to 
travel to Acapulco and to the United States. 

The Rojos gang opposed Mota’s call for state patrol to be more 
of a presence in Temixco. Under this act, law enforcement would 
be delegated from the municipally-organized police to state offi-
cers, which would protect towns from corrupted local police under 
control of gangs. This corruption was apparent in 2014 when the 
Rojos’ rival, the Guerreros Unidos, worked with local authorities 
under their control to kidnap and cause the disappearance of 43 
students whom they believed were associated with the Rojos. Mota 
is not the only mayor in the area to show interest in enacting 
this system. Other advocates have been warned by both Los Rojos 
and the Guerreros Unidos; Mota, however, was never threatened.

Mota took office on New Year’s Day, and on Sat., Jan. 2, she 
was dead. In an act that Mexican officials call retaliation for the 
implementation of this new law, gang members raided Mota’s 
home, with other family members present, and murdered her. 
After receiving word of the attack, police engaged in a shootout, 

killing two suspects. The three remaining murderers fled and the 
police engaged in a car chase; authorities caught the 32-year-old 

woman, 18-year-old man, and minor who are currently in custody 
and awaiting prosecution. Rounds of ammunition, a 9 mm pistol, 
multiple bulletproof vests, and other murderous paraphernalia were 
found in perpetrators’ car.

The authorities believe that the attackers were paid 29,000 
dollars to kill the mayor, although it is unknown whether or not 
the group as a whole or each individual would receive this amount. 
The team has a criminal record from previous incidents, and at least 
six other names accompanied Mota’s on their hit list.

Morelos governor Graco Ramírez has had a very prominent 
voice in recent discussions. The state of Morelos encompasses 
both Temixco and Cuernavaca, a popular tourist town which 
struggles with heavy drug violence. Ramírez has taken to Twitter 
to place all blame on the Rojos for Mota’s death. A proponent of 
the state police movement, he claims the system has decreased 
rates of crimes such as kidnapping, blackmailing, and drug-related 
murders in Morelos. Ramírez plans to override Cuernavaca mayor 
Cuauhtémoc Blanco’s decision to keep the state patrol out of his 
town. There are feelings of distrust regarding Blanco’s ability to 
make judicious choices due to his inexperience in government and 
conspiracies that he is working with the gangs, which is exactly 
what the movement is trying to stop.
(Sources: CNN, The Intercept, The Guardian, Fox News, Newsweek, 
The Washington Post)TRAGEDY: Mayor Gisela Mota Ocampo had a bounty of less than $30,000 on her head.
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