
DIYARBAKIR: Children collect bullet shells off the streets of Sur district yesterday in the main Kurdish city, after a curfew was
lifted. — AFP 

TEHRAN: More than two weeks of heavy pollu-
tion led Iranian officials to ban all outdoor sport
and impose new traffic restrictions yesterday as
persistent cold weather exacerbated Tehran’s air
quality problems. In the worst concerted period
of pollution for three years, primary schools and
nurseries were closed and new car exclusion
zones imposed in the capital.

Tehran’s air quality index averaged 159 yester-
day, up two from the previous day, and more than
three times the World Health Organization’s
advised maximum of between zero and 50. At
such levels people are advised not to leave home
unless absolutely necessary. One area in north-
eastern Tehran peaked at 238 on the pollution
index and President Hassan Rouhani addressed
the issue at a meeting of his cabinet as concern
rises about health risks.

“The problem has been around for years and
cannot be entirely tackled in a short time,” he was
quoted by the official IRNA as saying. IRNA report-

ed that yesterday was the 18th straight day of
dangerously bad air while newspapers quoted
officials casting blame on each other for the prob-
lem and failure to tackle it. 

“Our preference was to close all schools but
the education ministry insisted on keeping high
schools open because of final term exams,” said
Mohammad Heydarzadeh, secretary of Tehran’s
emergency air pollution committee. The cold
weather is causing climate inversion-where emis-
sions from car exhausts hang in the air rather
than rising into the atmosphere above.

A decade-long central restriction zone based
on car number plates was in place across the city
yesterday, traffic police announced. Vehicles with
plates ending in an odd number can’t go out on
Saturday, Monday and Wednesday, while cars
with even numbered plates are banned on
Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday.

Sand and cement factories around the capital
have been banned from operating until Friday,

the end of the Iranian week, and all outdoor sport
including professional football league matches
has been called off.  Exhaust fumes from the five
million cars and almost as many motorcycles on
Tehran’s roads account for 80 percent of its pollu-
tion, officials say.

Two permanent zones of traffic restrictions
introduced in 1979 and 2005 have failed to rectify
the sprawling city’s poor air quality. While Tehran
is the epicenter of the problem, primary schools
in other major cities including Isfahan, Qom, Arak
and Tabriz were also forced to close. Weather fore-
casters predicted that air quality would improve
after expected rainfall yesterday evening.

Last December, almost 400 people were hospi-
talized with heart and respiratory problems
caused by heavy pollution in Tehran, with nearly
1,500 others requiring treatment. In 2012, pollu-
tion contributed to the premature deaths of 4,500
people in Tehran and about 80,000 in the country,
the health ministry said. — AFP 

DARGECIT: Walking gingerly
through streets littered with the
rubble of damaged buildings and
dead animals, residents of a mainly
Kurdish town in southeastern
Turkey started to return to their
homes after a 19-day curfew was
lifted. Authorities imposed the cur-
few in Dargecit in the province of
Mardin on December 11 to back up
a large-scale military operation
against suspected Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) rebels in the
southeast.

The curfew was implemented at
a similar time to lockdowns in the
towns of Silopi and Cizre in Sirnak
province as well as the Sur district
of the city of Diyarbakir which

remain in place and have ignited
controversy over the humanitarian
cost of the measures. Bodies of
dead donkeys and other farm ani-
mals left a bloody trail on the
streets of Dargecit and residents
immediately set about removing
the corpses, an AFP photographer
at the scene said.

It was not immediately clear how
they had been killed. Other resi-
dents carefully walked through the
muddy streets of the town, inspect-
ing the burned out wrecks of cars or
homes that had been partly
destroyed. Special police forces
maintained a heavy presence while
hundreds of people also attended
the funeral in Dargecit of one man

killed in the fighting. The authorities
have said that two tonnes of explo-
sives and numerous weapons were
seized during the curfew operation.

‘Fear and terror’ 
According to official media, at

least 22 “terrorists” were killed. The
army says more than 200 PKK mili-
tants have been killed in the current
campaign in the southeast which
the government says is aimed at
flushing out the Kurdish rebels from
urban centers. But the opposition
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP) argues that the main
victims have been ordinary people.

It says 360 civilians, including 61
children and 73 women have been

killed since the violence erupted
this summer, shattering a truce
after just two and a half years.
“Contrary to the claims of ensuring
peace and security, the authorities
create fear and terror among the
people, recklessly kill civilians and
destroy cultural heritage,” the party
said in a statement yesterday.
Meanwhile, the authorities partially
lifted the curfew in the Sur district
of Diyarbakir, revealing streets
where shop fronts were hidden
from view by sandbag barricades
erected during the fighting. Spent
bullets also littered the streets,
which were eagerly gathered up by
local children, the photographer
said. — AFP 
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LONDON: Preventing violence from
depriving millions of children in Iraq of
education and decent healthcare is a key
humanitarian priority for the country in
2016, a senior UN official said yesterday.
More than 2 million children in Iraq are
out of school, up to 3 million more have
had their education disrupted by the war,
and nearly one in five schools have been
damaged, destroyed or used for other

purposes, the UN children’s fund UNICEF
says.

Of the schools that are still in use,
classes are often overcrowded and les-
sons taught in shifts. “We’re at risk of los-
ing a generation through the lack of edu-
cation, health and protection,” Peter
Hawkins, UNICEF’s Representative in Iraq,
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation
during a brief trip to Britain. “Schools, clin-

ics, water facilities etc are deteriorating
further and further which makes the life
of children very difficult. (We’re) seeing
increasing signs of stunting.  Nutrition is
becoming a problem,” he said.

Nearly 14,000 teachers have fled
northern Iraq where large swathes of land
are held by Islamic State (IS) militants,
who swept across the Syrian border in
mid-2014, declaring a “caliphate” to rule

over all Muslims. Hawkins said gaining
greater access to Iraqis living in areas held
by Islamic State was another top concern
for 2016.

UNICEF, along with the Iraqi health
ministry, vaccinated up to 600,000 chil-
dren against measles and polio in IS-con-
trolled areas in 2015 but progress on
humanitarian access remained “very, very
slow”, he added. Iraqi Prime Minister

Haider Al-Abadi declared on Monday that
his forces would defeat Islamic State in
the coming year, after their recapture of
Ramadi, capital of western Anbar
province, which fell to the Islamist group
in May. Hawkins said many families had
fled the contested city and were living in
camps in the capital Baghdad. Many chil-
dren had been uprooted several times, he
added. — Reuters    

Turkish town citizens inspect 

damage after 19-day curfew 
Controversy ignited over humanitarian cost

ANKARA: Turkish police yesterday
detained two Islamic State suspects
accused of plotting a suicide bomb attack
on New Year’s Eve celebrations in the capi-
tal Ankara. The arrests come with European
countries on high alert for possible attacks
over the New Year, with Belgium detaining
two suspected Islamists and Moscow clos-
ing off its iconic Red Square.

Turkish officials said the pair, whose
nationality was not disclosed, were plan-
ning to strike an area in the centre of the
city that is expected to be packed with rev-
elers on the night of December 31. “They
are suspected of being affiliated with the
Islamic State and were planning an attack
on the New Year in Ankara,” a Turkish offi-
cial said, asking not to be named.

Turkey has been on high security alert
since October 10 when two suicide
bombers ripped through a crowd of peace
activists in Ankara, killing 103 people in the
worst attack in modern Turkey’s history.
According to the private NTV television,
counter-terrorism police arrested the pair
in the Mamak district, on the outskirts of
the capital, which is home to more than
five million people. 

The two were planning to stage an
attack in Ankara’s main Kizilay square, the
Anatolia news agency reported, citing the
prosecutor’s office.  The two men, identi-
fied as MC and AY, had already carried out
surveillance on potential targets, according
to the Ankara governor’s office. They had
planned to strike two separate spots in
Kizilay-one outside a big shopping mall
and the second in a street packed with
pubs.  Police also confiscated one suicide
bomb vest, one bomb mechanism with
ball bearings and one rucksack with bomb-
making materials, the governor’s office
said.

‘Turkey on frontline’
The October attack in Ankara was

blamed on IS jihadists, like two other
deadly strikes in the country’s Kurdish-
dominated southeast earlier in the sum-
mer. In June, four people were killed in an
attack on a rally of the main pro-Kurdish
party in Diyarbakir while in July, 33 people
were killed in a suicide bombing against
activists in the town of Suruc on the Syrian
border.

Turkish authorities have over the past
few months cracked down on the Islamic
State group’s so-called “sleeper cells”
throughout the country. “Turkey is a target
of terror because it is on the frontline in
the fight against IS,” the Turkish official
said.  Earlier this month, police arrested an
alleged member of the IS group suspected
of planning a suicide attack on the US con-
sulate in Istanbul.

The Syrian national was detained at the
bus station in the southern city of
Kahramanmaras and then taken into cus-
tody. Long criticized by its allies for taking
too soft a line against jihadists, Turkey is
taking firmer action against the IS group
on the border with Syria after being shak-
en by attacks on its soil and the Paris
assaults in November.

Turkey has vehemently rejected accusa-
tions of failing to properly police the 911-
kilometre border, saying its sheer length
makes it impossible to block off entirely.
Ankara has called for better intelligence
sharing from its allies-a complaint also
brought up by its Western partners.

Europe on alert 
In Turkey’s biggest city Istanbul, some

15,000 police will be deployed to ensure
security over the New Year, including 5,000
in the area around the central Taksim
Square, the city’s deputy police security
chief Zafer Baybaba said. European capi-
tals have also beefed up security after the
coordinated attacks in Paris which left 130
people dead and hundreds more wound-
ed on November 13.

Belgian police arrested two people sus-
pected of plotting attacks in Brussels dur-
ing New Year festivities, the federal prose-
cutor’s office said this week. Police seized
military-style training uniforms, computer
hardware and Islamic State propaganda
material  in raids around the capital
Brussels and in the Liege region.

Austrian police said Saturday they had
stepped up security in Vienna and other
cities after receiving a warning of possible
attacks during the holiday season. And
Moscow’s Red Square, traditionally a place
where people gather to ring in the New
Year,  will  be closed to revelers on
December 31 amid mounting security
concerns. — AFP 

Turkey detains IS suspects 

over New Year attack plot

JERUSALEM: Ayoob Kara, a deputy Israeli cabi-
net minister, used to double as an unofficial
intermediary with the few of his fellow Arab
citizens who have left to join Islamic State
insurgents in Syria or Iraq. Negotiating dis-
creetly through relatives and go-betweens, he
would offer them reduced jail terms if they
returned to Israel, cooperated with security
services and helped deter other would-be
Islamic State recruits by publicly disavowing
the group.

A half-dozen volunteers took the deal, Kara
says. But with the number of Islamic State sym-
pathizers in Israel growing from its initial trick-
le, and some accused of trying to set up armed
cells within the country’s 18-percent Muslim
minority, the deputy minister no longer sounds
so accommodating.

“I used to work hard to dissuade people
from joining ISIS, but now I say that there’s no
point,” he told Reuters in an interview, using an
acronym for the insurgents. “If, by this point,
when the dangers are abundantly clear to
everyone, they still want to go, then they are
beyond saving and it’s a one-way ticket for
them. It’s literally a dead end.”

Hardening policies 
Kara, a confidant of Prime Minister

Benjamin Netanyahu, was expressing a hard-
ening of government policy against Islamic
State, which, though preoccupied with battling
Syrian and Iraqi regime forces, has recently
inveighed against Israel. “Jews, soon you shall
hear from us in Palestine, which will become
your grave,” promised a Dec. 26 voice recording
on social media attributed to Islamic State
chief Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi.

In October, two video clips surfaced in
which Islamic State gunmen threatened to
strike Israel. They spoke in near-fluent, Arabic-
accented Hebrew, suggesting they were
among the several dozen Israeli Arabs who the
Shin Bet domestic intelligence service esti-
mates have joined the group abroad.

Israel sees a major cross-border attack on it
by Islamic State as unlikely. But it is less san-
guine about support for the group inside Israel,
which is already beset by Palestinian street vio-
lence that has surged in the last three months,
stoked in part by strife over a contested
Jerusalem mosque complex.

“It (Islamic State influence) is beginning to
spread here as well,” Intelligence Ministry direc-
tor-general Ram Ben-Barak told Israel’s Army
Radio on Sunday. “The ISIS scenario we worry
about is ISIS cells arising in Israel to carry out
terrorist attacks.” Among Israel’s Muslim minori-
ty, pro-Palestinian sympathies are common but

political violence rare.

Para-glider, ex-army defector 
Still, a series of spectacular incidents involv-

ing Israelis and Islamic State has unsettled the
Shin Bet. One Arab citizen who had volun-
teered to serve in Israel’s army later defected to
the insurgents’ ranks in Syria, it emerged this
month - a blow for a military that regards itself
as a sectarian melting pot in the Jewish-majori-
ty country.

Separately, an Israeli Arab used a paraglider
to fly into Syria in what the Shin Bet said was a
bid to join Islamic State, and three others were
arrested on suspicion of trying to set up an
armed cell to carry out attacks in Israel on
orders from two Israeli Arabs who are already
with Islamic State in Iraq.

The paraglider incident prompted
Netanyahu to order the revocation of Islamic
State volunteers’ Israeli citizenship.  Such a
move, if it passes higher court review, would
effectively shut the door on their return, a step
that also has been a controversial topic of
debate in European nations whose citizens
have been fighting for Islamic State.

It marks a policy shift for Israel, which last
year repatriated Marhan Khaldi, an Arab citizen
wounded while fighting for Islamic State in Iraq
and who made his way back to Turkey, where
Israeli diplomats replaced the passport he had
discarded en route to the war zone. Israel jailed
Khaldi for 42 months, a sentence comparable
to previous cases of citizens who joined Islamic
State abroad.

Prosecutors had sought an 8- to 12-year
prison term for Khaldi and appealed to the
Supreme Court to harshen his punishment,
saying in a statement that due the risk posed
by Islamic State “the time is ripe to get tough
on such offences”.  The Supreme Court’s ruling
on the appeal could take months. Khaldi’s
lawyer, Hussein Abu Hussein, said Israeli judges
lacked court precedents on which to base
sweeping new sentences due to the fact that
the country outlawed Islamic State only in
September 2014 - a delay he attributed to the
Netanyahu government’s reluctance to take
sides in Syria’s civil war.

Israeli legislation introduced in December
2014 that would raise the maximum jail sen-
tence for joining foreign groups like Islamic
State to five years is still under parliamentary
review. “It has taken time for the monstrous-
ness of ISIS to dawn, so while Israel is seeking
greater penalties for joining it, this had been
taking time too,” said Abu Hussein, who also
heads the Israeli Arab civil  rights group
Adalah. — Reuters 
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New restrictions in Tehran 
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TEHRAN: An Iranian couple look at a heavily polluted skyline. — AFP 


