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NICOSIA: Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu said yesterday that
Iran posed a “formidable” threat to
Europe, accusing its proxy Hezbollah of
operating cells across the continent.  Just
last month, a member of the Lebanese
Shiite militant group was jailed in Cyprus
for plotting attacks on Israeli targets on
the Mediterranean island.  Netanyahu, on
an official visit to Nicosia, said “Iran and
Hezbollah organise a terrorist network
that covers over 30 countries on five con-
tinents, including just about every coun-
try in Europe.” Iran and leading world
powers signed a deal this month on
Tehran’s controversial nuclear pro-

gramme, an accord the Israeli leader criti-
cised as a “stunning, historic mistake”.

Netanyahu said Israel and Cyprus
were faced with the dual dangers of Iran
and the extremist attacks perpetrated by
the Islamic State group, which controls
large parts of Iraq and Syria.

“ISIS obviously endangers European
societies, Western societies, African soci-
eties, the whole world,” the premier said,
using an alternative acronym for IS. 

“These are two formidable dangers.
They are expressed in many weapons, in
many attacks, but the most prevalent
one that concerns Cyprus and Europe is
of course the terrorism that emanates

from these areas,” he added.  Last month,
a Cypriot court jailed a Lebanese-
Canadian man for six years after he
pleaded guilty to terror charges linked to
8.2 tonnes of potential bomb-making
material found in his home. 

Authorities said the man was a mem-
ber of the military wing of Hezbollah and
had helped the group plan “terrorist
attacks” on “Israeli interests in Cyprus”.
Cyprus is not known for its militant activi-
ty despite its proximity to the Middle
East.

But in 2013, a Cypriot court sentenced
a Lebanon-born Swedish man who
admitted he was a Hezbollah member, to

four years in jail after he was found guilty
of targeting Israelis on the island.

A botched bomb attack on the Israeli
embassy in 1988 claimed the lives of
three people.

Israel has repeatedly criticised the Iran
nuclear deal and insists it is not bound to
respect Tehran’s accord with the West.
Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades
said he and Netanyahu had discussed
the accord, adding that Cyprus expressed
“hope that this deal will help generate
stability... and assist in addressing the
security concerns of the State of Israel”.

Tuesday’s talks also focussed on secu-
rity, defence and the exploration of oil

and gas reserves in the eastern
Mediterranean, according to
Anastasiades.  The Aphrodite field, dis-
covered off Cyprus’ southeast coast in
2011, is estimated to contain between
3.6 trillion and 6 trillion cubic feet (102
billion-170 billion cubic metres) of gas. 

Israel has found large reserves off its
own shoreline and the two countries are
looking to cooperate on energy issues
such as exporting Israeli nature gas.

“We think that by cooperating with
each other we think that we can take it
(natural gas) out more easily and market
it better to the betterment of both our
societies,” Netanyahu said. —AFP

Iran a ‘formidable’ danger to Europe: Netanyahu

TIKRIT: In this Sunday, March 15, 2015, file photo, young Shiite volunteer militia fighters pose for a photo before battling against Islamic State
fighters in Tikrit, Iraq. The Associated Press has found that militia forces battling the Islamic State group are actively training children under 18
years old. — AP

BAGHDAD: A quiet middle-class Shiite neigh-
borhood in western Baghdad was transformed
recently into a mini-boot camp, training
teenagers for battle against the Islamic State
group.

The Shiite boys and young men ran through
its normally placid streets carrying out mock
exercises for urban warfare since the toughest
battles against the Sunni extremists are likely to
involve street fighting. They were taught how to
hold, control and aim light weapons, though
they didn’t fire them.

In cities from Baghdad to Basra, summer
camps set up by the Popular Mobilization Forces,
Iraq’s largest militia umbrella group, are training
teens and boys as young as middle school age
after the country’s top Shiite cleric issued an
edict calling on students to use their school
vacations to prepare for battle if they are need-
ed. With dozens of such camps around the coun-
try, hundreds of students have gone through the
training though it is impossible to say how many
went on to fight the Sunni extremists since
those who do so go independently. Of around
200 cadets in a training class visited by The
Associated Press, about half were under the age
of 18, with some as young as 15. Several said
they intended to join their fathers and older
brothers on the front lines.

It ’s yet another way minors are being
dragged into Iraq’s brutal war as the military,
Shiite militias and Kurdish fighters battle to take
back territory from Islamic State militants, who
seized much of the country’s north and west
over the past year. The Sunni extremists have
aggressively enlisted children as young as 10 for
combat, as suicide bombers and as executioners
in their horrifying videos.

Among those training this month in the
streets of Baghdad, 15-year-old Jaafar Osama
said he used to want to be an engineer when he
grew up, but now he wants to be a fighter. His
father is a volunteer fighting with the Shiite mili-
tias in Anbar and his older brother is fighting in
Beiji, north of Baghdad.

“God willing, when I complete my training I
will join them, even if it means sacrificing my life
to keep Iraq safe,” he said.

Earlier this summer, the AP saw over a dozen
armed young boys, some as young as 10,
deployed on the front line with the Shiite militias
in western Anbar province.

Honor to serve Iraq
Baghdad natives Hussein Ali, 12, and his

cousin Ali Ahsan, 14, said they joined their
fathers on the battlefield after they finished their
final exams. Carrying AK-47’s, they paced around
the Anbar desert, boasting of their resolve to lib-
erate the predominantly Sunni province from IS
militants.

“It’s our honor to serve our country,” Hussein
Ali said, adding that some of his schoolmates
were also fighting. When asked if he was afraid,
he smiled and said no.

The training program could have serious
implications for the US-led coalition, which sup-
ports the Iraqi government but has distanced
itself from the Iranian-backed militias. The U.S.
does not work directly with the Popular
Mobilization Forces, but they receive weapons
and funding from the Iraqi government and are
trained by the Iraqi military, which receives its
training from the U.S.

The Child Soldiers Prevention Act of 2008

says the US cannot provide certain forms of mili-
tary support, including foreign military financing
and direct commercial sales to governments
that recruit and use child soldiers or support
paramilitaries or militias that do.

When informed of the AP findings, the US
Embassy in Baghdad issued a statement saying
the US was “very concerned by the allegations
on the use of child soldiers in Iraq among some
Popular Mobilization Forces in the fight against
ISIL,” using an acronym for the militant group.
“We have strongly condemned this practice
around the world and will continue to do so.”
Last year, when IS took over the northern city of
Mosul, stormed to the doorstep of Baghdad and
threatened to destroy Shiite holy sites, Iraq’s top
Shiite cleric, Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, called on the
public to volunteer to fight. His influence was so
great that hundreds of thousands of men came
forward to join the hastily-established Popular
Mobilization Forces along with some of the
long-established Shiite militias, most of which
receive support from Iran.

Then, on June 9, as schools let out, al-Sistani
issued a new fatwa urging young people in col-
lege, high school and even middle school to use
their summer vacations to “contribute to (the
country’s) preservation by training to take up
arms and prepare to fend off risk, if this is
required.”

Lessons in self-defense
A spokesman for the Popular Mobilization

Forces, Kareem al-Nouri, said the camps give

“lessons in self-defense” and underage volun-
teers are expected to return to school by
September, not go to the front.

A spokesman for the Iraqi prime minister’s
office echoed that. There may be “some isolated
incidents” of underage fighters joining combat
on their own, Saad al-Harithi told the AP. “But
there has been no instruction by the Marjaiyah
(the top Shiite religious authority) or the Popular
Mobilization Forces for children to join the bat-
tle.” “We are a government that frowns upon chil-
dren going to war,” he said.

But the line between combat training and
actually joining combat is weakly enforced by
the Popular Mobilization Forces. Multiple militias
operate under its umbrella, with fighters loyal to
different leaders who often act independently.

Donatella Rovera, Amnesty International’s
senior crisis response adviser, said that if the
Shiite militias are using children as fighters,
“then the countries that are supporting them are
in violation of the UN Convention” on the Rights
of the Child.

“If you are supporting the Iraqi army, then by
extension, you are supporting” the Popular
Mobilization Forces, she said. The UN convention
does not ban giving military training to minors.
But Jo Becker, the advocacy director of the chil-
dren’s rights division at Human Rights Watch,
said that it puts children at risk.

“Governments like to say, ‘Of course, we can
recruit without putting children in harm’s way,’
but in a place of conflict, those landscapes blur
very quickly,” she said. —AP

Summer camp for Iraqi Shiite

boys: Training to fight IS
Many intend to join fathers and brothers on the front lines

TEHRAN: EU foreign policy chief Federica
Mogherini was in Tehran yesterday for talks
on implementing this month’s historic
nuclear deal between Iran and the major
powers.  As the European Union’s high rep-
resentative, Mogherini was a lead negotia-
tor for the six powers in the long-running
diplomacy that culminated in the July 14
agreement.

She flew in from talks in Iran’s regional
rival Saudi Arabia, whose leaders told her
of their deep misgivings about Tehran’s
intentions.  Riyadh has not publicly con-
demned the agreement but the deal has
come under furious attack by Israel and
Republican lawmakers in the US Congress.
Mogherini will meet Iran’s Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif in Tehran before a
joint news conference at 1130 GMT.

Her visit “will provide an opportunity for
exchanges on the implementation of the
agreement” on which she “will continue to
play a coordinating role,” her office said.

Under the deal, Iran must take measures
at its nuclear facilities to satisfy UN moni-
tors of their peaceful nature. In return, the
powers must finalise the mechanism for
the lifting of UN and Western sanctions.

The deal has been strongly welcomed in
Tehran with officials lining up to back the
government’s success in securing relief
from crippling sanctions in exchange for
curbs on some but not all of its nuclear
activities.  As the agreement goes under a
potentially bruising review in the US
Congress, President Barack Obama has
defended it as the best way to avoid
nuclear proliferation and another possible
conflict in the Middle East.  Iran has always
denied seeking an atomic weapon but the
deal has not put a stop to the accusations

of its arch critics that the bomb is its even-
tual aim.

Iran, Saudi at loggerheads 
Obama has sought to head off the criti-

cism by stressing that the deal does not
preclude military action if Iran welches on
its side of the bargain, comments that have
met with a frosty reception in Tehran.  The
nuclear deal has further strained Iran’s rela-
tions with Saudi Arabia, already troubled
by Saudi-led military intervention against
fellow Shiites in Yemen.

On Monday, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir denounced “aggressive state-
ments” by Tehran, in an apparent reference
to charges by his Iranian counterpart that
“some countries... want conflict and war in
this region.” Zarif did not name Saudi
Arabia but his remarks during a visit to
Kuwait on Sunday came after Bahrain, a
Sunni-ruled kingdom with a Shiite majority,
accused two men of smuggling weapons
into its territory from Iran.  Zarif dismissed
the claims as a “baseless” attempt to pre-
vent any progress or cooperation between
Iran and  Gulf states.

Jubeir said he brought up the “unac-
ceptable” Iranian remarks during Monday’s
talks with Mogherini, in which he was also
briefed about safeguards included in this
month’s nuclear agreement.

Mogherini’s trips to Riyadh and Tehran
are the latest in a string of regional visits by
top Western officials following the Iran
accord.  French Foreign Minister Laurent
Fabius will travel to Tehran on Wednesday. 

How he will be received “will for us be
an evaluation of Iran’s behaviour,”
President Francois Hollande said on
Monday.  —AFP

Top EU diplomat in 

Iran for nuke deal talks

TEHRAN: In this photo released by the official website of the office of the Iranian
Presidency, Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani, right, meets with European Union for-
eign policy chief Federica Mogherini, second left, and the European Union’s political
director Helga Schmid, left, at the president’s office in Tehran, Iran, yesterday. An
unidentified interpreter sits at second right. — AP

Air strikes and clashes 

shatter Yemen truce
ADEN:  A humanitarian truce in Yemen has
failed to take hold after Saudi-led war-
planes resumed raids yesterday on rebels,
who clashed with loyalists, military sources
said. Iran, which backs the Shiite Huthi
rebels, accused its Sunni regional rival
Riyadh of “playing with fire and with the
ceasefire”.  An international rights group,
meanwhile, urged the United Nations to
investigate air strikes last week that killed
scores of civilians, calling them an “appar-
ent war crime”.

The five-day truce that began on
Monday was unilaterally declared by the
pro-government Arab coalition led by
Saudi Arabia to allow the delivery of des-
perately needed relief supplies.

But the coalition, which began its air
campaign against the Shiite Huthi rebels
and their allies in late March, had said it
also reserved the right to strike against any
military movement by the insurgents.  Air
strikes targeted rebels north of Aden,
Yemen’s second city, most of which was
recaptured by loyalists last week after four
months of ferocious fighting, military
sources said.

Raids also struck rebels in nearby Lahj
province, where forces loyal to exiled
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi have
tightened the noose on insurgents in the
strategic Al-Anad airbase.

Three air strikes targeted a rebel convoy
near Sabr, north of Aden, where loyalists
had advanced over the past days, military
sources said.

Saudis ‘playing with fire’ 
Other raids hit a building occupied by

insurgents in Jaawala-also north of Aden-

and an overnight strike hit rebels in Marib
east of Sanaa, witnesses said.

Fighting around Aden has killed 28 peo-
ple since Monday, among them 22 rebels,
two civilians and two pro-Hadi southern
fighters, city health chief Al-Khader Laswar
said. On Monday, coalition warplanes mis-
takenly hit positions of pro-government
forces in Lahj, killing 12 people and wound-
ing 30, military sources and witnesses said.

Iran’s deputy foreign minister, Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian, accused Riyadh Tuesday
of stirring regional unrest.

“Saudi Arabia, by committing a strategic
error in attacking Yemen, is playing with
fire and today is playing with the ceasefire,”
Iranian state television quoted him as say-
ing. “The continued use of force in Yemen
highlights the lack of security and pro-
motes terrorism in the region,” Amir-
Abdollahian said.  Human Rights Watch,
meanwhile, called on the United Nations to
investigate coalition air strikes that hit resi-
dential areas, condemning them as an
“apparent war crime.”

Last week, coalition aircraft repeatedly
struck two compounds housing the fami-
lies of workers at the Mokha Steam Power
Plant, killing 65 civilians, the New York-
based watchdog said.

“With no evident military target, this
attack appears to be a war crime,” said HRW
senior emergencies researcher Ole Solvang.

Ahead of the unilateral ceasefire, which
took effect from midnight Sunday, UN chief
Ban Ki-moon made a plea for all sides to
“agree to and maintain the humanitarian
pause for the sake of all the Yemeni peo-
ple”.  The rebels said they were not consult-
ed about the truce.—AFP

BEIRUT: Kurdish authorities who control a grow-
ing area of Syria have ambitious spending plans
for their territory, pointing to the rising influence
of a minority that believes it is the real target of
Turkey’s intervention in the Syrian war.

The Kurdish-led administration has already
redrawn the map of northern Syria and its mili-
tia, the People’s Protection Units (YPG), is gain-
ing further ground from Islamic State, helped by
air support from a U.S.-led alliance.

Its prime minister, Akram Hasso, says spend-
ing will  double this year from 2014 as the
authorities provide services for a greater popula-
tion due to the territorial gains.

“We have started projects: health, sewerage,
medical, agricultural projects, and local munici-
pality services,” said Hasso, who heads the
autonomous administration of the northeast,
known as Jazeera province, that was set up last
year to fill a vacuum left by the retreating Syrian
state.

“Now, the local municipalities are undertak-
ing a project to asphalt the roads in all the cities
of the region,” he said in an interview with
Reuters conducted via Skype.

In 2016, the budget will hit at least 15 billion
Syrian pounds ($55 million), nearly six times
higher than last year.

Kurds live as minorities in Syria, Turkey, Iraq
and Iran.  Although none of the populations has
its own state, Kurds have ruled an autonomous
region of northern Iraq since the early 1990s
which borders the area now run by Kurds in

northeastern Syria. Syria’s Kurds deny they want
to establish their own state, but Turkey is
alarmed by their territorial gains which it fears
could stir separatism among its own Kurdish
minority. This concern is seen as a motivation
behind the air strikes Ankara has launched in
recent days against Islamic State in Syria and the
Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) in Turkey and Iraq.

‘The Rojava Revolution’
Turkey’s intervention has put the Syrian

Kurdish administration on guard: its three
regions, or cantons, issued a joint statement on
Sunday asserting their legitimate right to self-
defence against any “flagrant aggression”.

However, a Turkish official had said earlier
that the PYD, the YPG’s political arm, fell “outside
the scope” of its operation targeting Islamic State
in northern Syria.

The PYD is affiliated to the PKK, although
Hasso describes himself as a political independ-
ent.

US officials say talks are underway on estab-
lishing a Syrian safe zone along the border with
Turkey in an area to be cleared of Islamic State
fighters and taken over by rebels regarded as
moderates by Washington and Ankara. The idea,
long advocated by Ankara, is viewed with suspi-
cion by the Syrian Kurds. Hasso said Turkey want-
ed to drive a wedge between the Kurdish region
of Afrin in northwestern Syria and Kobani and
Jazeera further to the east. Collectively, the
Kurds call these regions Rojava.—Reuters

Syrian Kurds’ spending plans 

reflect rising ambition


