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ASMARA: Europe’s migration crisis and the
conflict in Yemen have created opportuni-
ties for Eritrea to draw closer to the
European Union and Gulf Arab states,
offering the poor Horn of Africa nation the
chance to end isolation it blames on UN
sanctions. In Reuters interviews in the capi-
tal Asmara, Eritrean government ministers
and senior officials outlined deepening
ties with Gulf nations and closer relations
with the European Union. The foreign min-
ister also revealed that Asmara had
allowed a UN human rights team to tour a
prison for the first time in years.

Eritrea, which insists it has always been
open to improving relations, says regional
and world powers are waking up to the
importance of the country’s strategic posi-

tion on busy Red Sea shipping lanes in a
volatile region. Western diplomats see a
greater readiness to engage by the tiny
nation that has long had a “go-it-alone”
attitude, born of its solitary 30-year armed
struggle for independence from its far big-
ger neighbor, Ethiopia, a quarter of a cen-
tury ago.

This comes despite Eritrea’s deep
resentment of the UN  sanctions mainly
imposed following accusations it backed
Somalia’s Islamist Al-Shabaab militants, a
charge Asmara denies. “Over the last year
or so, they have been much more open,”
said one senior Western diplomat in
Asmara, who requested anonymity. “A
number of ministers see the isolationist,
autarkic (self-sufficient) approach they had

was not serving their best interests,” he
added. But diplomats say it is not just
Asmara which wants better ties. The
European Union signed a 200-million-euro
package of financial support in January,
fretting that an economically fragile Eritrea
means more migrants landing on its
shores and believing more employment
would discourage youths from fleeing.
Gulf states have found a regional partner
in their fight with rebels in Yemen, which
lies just 40 km across the Red Sea.

The United Arab Emirates now uses
Eritrean “logistical facilities”, Eritrea’s
Foreign Minister Osman Saleh Mohammed
told Reuters in an interview in his Asmara
office. “Eritrea wants to engage, (and) now
the world wants to engage.” Yet the nation

that is one of Africa’s poorest and which
has in the past rejected foreign aid it felt
would create dependence rather than
development, says it is not changing tack.
“We have never changed our vision,” said
Yemane Ghebreab, political adviser to
President Isaias Afwerki who has ruled
since independence in 1991. “We are not
very good at or very keen to play the game
that we have been told we need to play.”

That is the kind of stance which has giv-
en Eritrea its “go-it-alone” reputation,
which Western diplomats say often hinders
their efforts to soften the approach of their
capitals on U.N. sanctions - basically an
arms embargo - imposed in 2009. Yet the
diplomats in Asmara, who asked not to be
identified, say Asmara’s growing outreach

extends beyond bilateral ties to thorny
issues like human rights in a nation that is
accused of holding political prisoners, a
charge Asmara denies.

Jail Visit
In February, a delegation from the UN

Office of the High Commissioner on
Human Rights was allowed to visit Sembel
prison, south of the capital, the first time a
UN mission toured a jail after years of
requests. “We are engaging with them,”
Osman said, giving the first official confir-
mation of the visit. A UN official acknowl-
edged the visit took place without giving
details. “That was a big deal,” said a diplo-
mat while another said he believed it was
the first since about 2008. —Reuters

Crises give Eritrea routes for closer engagement

ALEPPO: Syrians hold banners during a demonstration against the Syrian
regime yesterday in the rebel held Al-Shaar district of this northern Syrian
city on the second day of a landmark truce across parts of the country. —AFP

NEW YORK: As Bernie Sanders headed
toward victory in New Hampshire, pun-
dits noted the barrier he was about to
break: Sanders would become the first
Jewish candidate to win a major party
presidential primary. But since that Feb
9 win, instead of the burst of communal
pride that usually accompanies such
milestones, the response from American
Jews has been muted. One reason: The
Vermont senator, the candidate who
has come closer than any other Jew to
being a major party presidential nomi-
nee, has mostly avoided discussing his
Judaism.

Sanders has baffled Jews by refus-
ing to name the Israeli kibbutz where
he briefly volunteered in the 1960s,
sending reporters scrambling to solve

the mystery. When they found the kib-
butz, he wouldn’t comment. In New
Hampshire after his breakout win, he
described himself as “the son of a
Polish immigrant”, not a Jewish one. At
a Democratic debate, he spoke of the
historic nature of “somebody with my
background” seeking the presidency,
but didn’t use the word “Jewish”. A
recent headline in the liberal Jewish
Daily Forward newspaper read, “We
Need To Out Bernie Sanders as a Jew -
For His Own Good.” Rabbi James
Glazier of Temple Sinai n South
Burlington, Vermont, said Sanders’
comments were being discussed by
rabbis in the liberal Reform movement.
“What did he leave out there? He didn’t
say ‘Jewish Polish’ immigrant. Reform
rabbis have picked up on this big time.”

Sanders’ lack of religious observance is
not what rankles. It has become so
common for Jews to identify “culturally”
instead of religiously with the faith that
the Pew Research Center, in its most
recent study of the American Jewish
population, used a category called
“Jews of no religion”.

Michael Bloomberg, the former
New York mayor, also was not religious,
but he was embraced for his unwaver-
ing support of Israel and his generous
donations to Jewish causes. Louis
Brandeis, who in 1916 became the first
Jewish justice on the US Supreme
Court, did not practice his faith, yet was
the pride of American Jews. Brandeis
went on to become a leading US advo-
cate for Zionism. But Sanders, during

more than three decades in public life as
a mayor, congressman and US senator,
has developed few relationships with
Jewish groups or leaders - on religious
issues or on Israel. He has supported a
two-state solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, but has not made
Israel in any way a priority. “I would say
that he has never been one of those in
Congress who was active in a Jewish cau-
cus, who turned out for Israel, who was
involved in those issues - and he still isn’t,”
said Jonathan Sarna, an expert in
American Jewish history at Brandeis
University.

Distance
Ironically, when Sanders gave his

most religiously focused campaign
speech, he underscored his distance

from Judaism. It was last fall at Liberty
University, the evangelical school found-
ed by the Rev Jerry Falwell in Lynchburg,
Virginia, and he addressed the school on
Rosh Hashana, or the Jewish New Year,
one of the most important holidays of
the year. Discussing his beliefs in the
speech, he said he was “motivated by a
vision” for social justice “which exists in
all of the great religions.” But Sanders
didn’t say he was Jewish. Later, he
stopped in at a Rosh Hashana gathering
at the home of the Lynchburg mayor.
The Sanders campaign did not respond
to repeated requests for comment for
this article.

Stanley “Huck” Gutman, former
chief of staff in Sanders’ Senate office,
wrote in an email, “He is an old friend, a

close friend - but we have very seldom,
if ever, discussed religion.” Sanders’ life
follows a familiar arc in 20th century
American Jewish experience: The son
of an immigrant, he grew up in the
shadow of the Holocaust, which
Sanders has said wiped out much of his
father’s family. As a child in Brooklyn,
Sanders went to Hebrew school and
had a bar mitzvah, but the lessons he
drew from the teachings seem closer to
a golden rule morality than specifically
Jewish.

In the presidential race, he often
sums up his religious views with the
phrase, “We are in this together.” “Being
Jewish is very important to us,” his
brother, Larry, said in an interview in
England where he lives. “There was no
problem of debate, it was just a given

in our lives, just as being Americans
was a given in our lives. But Bernard is
not particularly religious. He doesn’t go
to synagogue often. I think he probably
goes to synagogue only for weddings
and funerals, rather than to pray.” Like
many young American Jews in the
1960s, Sanders worked on a kibbutz,
which news organizations discovered
to be Sha’ar Ha’amakim in northern
Israel. Irit Drori, who now lives on the
kibbutz, said no one there remembers
the presidential candidate and self-
described democratic socialist. “It was a
socialist kibbutz,” Drori said. “If Mr
Sanders was interested in socialism, he
could find people to talk about it with
here.” After moving to Vermont in the
late 1960s, he eventually began his
political career. But setting down roots
did not mean joining a synagogue,
though he sometimes would visit
them. Glazier said Sanders had been to
Temple Sinai once - for a candidates’
event. The Chabad-Lubavitch Hasidic
community in Burlington said Sanders,
as mayor, helped them overcome
opposition to erecting a Hanukkah
menorah on public land.

Support for Israel
In 1988, he married his second wife,

Jane, who was raised Roman Catholic,
just as the national intermarriage rate
was climbing so high that Jewish lead-
ers began calling it a crisis. In Vermont,
where nearly 40 percent of residents
say they have no particular religion,
Sanders was rarely called on to discuss
his faith. However, in the last couple of
years, he has been facing increasing
challenges about his support for Israel.
In a widely viewed video of a 2014
Vermont town hall event, after the war
started between Israel and Hamas, the
Islamic militant group that controls
Gaza, some voters demanded Sanders
do more to protest Israeli bombing.
The war killed more than 2,200
Palestinians in Gaza, including hun-
dreds of civilians, and 73 people on the
Israeli side. Sanders was among a small
number of senators who didn’t co-
sponsor a resolution supporting Israel
in the conflict, which passed by voice
vote.

Sanders said Israel “overreacted”
with the intensity of its attacks, and he
called the bombing of UN schools “ter-
ribly, terribly wrong”. But he also criti-
cized Hamas for launching rockets into
Israel. Israel has said Hamas is responsi-
ble for civilian casualties, since it carried
out numerous attacks from residential
areas in Gaza. “I believe in a two-state
solution, where Israel has the right to
exist in security at the same time the
Palestinians have a state of their own,”
Sanders said. —AP

Sanders keeps his Judaism 
in background, irking Jews
Candidate has few relationships with Jewish groups

FT COLLINS, Colorado: US Democratic presidential candidate Bernie Sanders arrives for a rally at
Colorado State University’s Molby Arena on Sunday. —AP 

BEIRUT/GENEVA: A senior official from
Syria’s main opposition group said yesterday
that a fragile international attempt to halt
nearly five years of fighting was in danger of
total collapse because of attacks by govern-
ment forces. The cessation of hostilities
drawn up by Washington and Moscow faced
“complete nullification” because Syrian gov-
ernment attacks were violating the agree-
ment, the official of the Saudi-backed opposi-
tion High Negotiations Committee (HNC)
said. France said there were reports of attacks
on opposition forces in breach of the deal,
which came into force on Saturday, and
countries backing the Syrian peace process
met to try to clarify the situation.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said
the pause in the fighting was largely holding,
despite some incidents that he hoped would
be contained. The Kremlin said the process
was under way, although it had always been
clear it would not be easy. The British-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said the
cessation was largely holding with casualties
greatly reduced compared with before the
agreement took effect.

The cessation of hostilities, the first of its
kind since the war began in 2011, is a less for-
mal arrangement than a ceasefire. It is meant
to allow peace talks to resume and aid to
reach besieged communities. Aid trucks car-
rying non-food items such as blankets yester-
day entered Mouadamiya, a suburb of
Damascus under siege by government forces,
the Syrian Arab Red Crescent said. The United
Nations and other agencies hope to deliver
aid to more than 150,000 people in besieged
areas over the next five days.

Gloomy Assessment
Asaad Al-Zoubi, head of the HNC’s delega-

tion to the peace talks, gave a gloomy assess-
ment of the truce. “We are not facing a viola-
tion of the truce ... we are facing a complete
nullification,” he said on Al Arabiya al Hadath
TV. “I believe the international community
has totally failed in all its experiments, and
must take real, practical measures towards
the (Syrian) regime,” Zoubi said, without elab-
orating. He said there were no signs of any
preparations for peace talks, which the UN
wants to reconvene on March 7.

Talks in Geneva in early February col-
lapsed before they started, with rebels saying
they could not negotiate while they were
being bombed. HNC spokesman Salim Al-

Muslat said the truce was a step in the right
direction, but that there was no means of
preventing it being violated. “There has to be
a power that really stops what Russia and
what the regime is doing,” Muslat said in a tel-
evision interview with Reuters in Riyadh.
“Today there about 10 Russian air strikes,
about 16 air strikes done by the regime.”

He said a mechanism was needed to stop
such violations and encourage negotiations.
Syrian officials could not immediately be
reached for comment on claims that govern-
ment forces were violating the cessation. The
government, whose forces are backed by
Russian air power, has said it is abiding by the
agreement. However, a Syrian foreign min-
istry official accused Saudi Arabia of trying to
undermine the cessation of hostilities agree-
ment by saying there would be a “Plan B” if it
failed. He did not give details of the plan,
which is believed to include military action.

Russia yesterday also rejected any sugges-
tion of a Plan B, which has been alluded to by
US Secretary of State John Kerry. The agree-
ment does not include jihadist groups, such
as Islamic State and the Nusra Front, and
Russia has made clear it intends to keep
bombing them. But rebels regarded as “mod-
erate” by the West fear they will also be tar-
geted as they operate in areas where Nusra is
also present.

Countries belonging to the “International
Syria Support Group” (ISSG), led by the United
States and Russia, met in Geneva yesterday.
They are supposed to monitor compliance
with the deal and act rapidly to end any flare-
ups. “We have received indications that
attacks, including by air, have been continu-
ing against zones controlled by the moderate
opposition,” French Foreign Minister Jean-
Marc Ayrault said in Geneva. “All this needs to
be verified.”

Air Strikes are Heavy
The HNC said the cessation of hostilities

was broken by the Syrian government 15
times on the first day, and that there were fur-
ther violations by Russia and Hezbollah, both
allies of President Bashar Al-Assad. On the
ground, rebels said the violence was below
pre-ceasefire levels in some places and little
changed in others. Colonel Fares Al-Bayoush,
head of a Free Syrian Army group called the
Northern Division, told Reuters: “The air
strikes are heavy today, especially by Russian
planes.”—Reuters

Syria opposition says 
govt wrecking truce

MOSCOW: Russian police yesterday
arrested a woman who was seen wav-
ing the severed head of a small child
outside a Moscow subway station. She
is suspected of killing the child when it
was in her care, officials said. Videos
posted on Russian news websites show
a woman dressed all in black, holding
the severed head and shouting “I am a
terrorist” in Russian, although most of
what she says is incomprehensible. In
some of the videos the woman is tack-
led by men who appear to be police.

The Investigative Committee
released a statement saying a woman
was arrested Monday on suspicion of
killing a child aged 3 or 4 in an apart-
ment near the metro station in north-
western Moscow and then setting the
apartment on fire. The woman, a 38-
year-old native of one of the former
Soviet republics in Central Asia, was

believed to be the nanny and
appeared to be mentally unstable, the
statement said.

The investigators’ report did not
link the two incidents. An official in
the Investigative Committee, howev-
er, confirmed that it was the same
woman, speaking on condition of
anonymity because the official was
not authorized to release the informa-
tion. The official report said the child’s
body found in the apartment showed
signs of a violent death. 

Russian news reports, citing law
enforcement sources, said the child
had been decapitated. Investigators
said they were trying to determine
the suspect’s motive. She appeared to
have waited until the parents and an
older child had left the apartment
before killing the younger child, the
statement said.  —AP

Woman brandishes child’s 
severed head in Moscow

BEIRUT: President Hassan Rouhani and his allies won big
gains in elections that could deepen Iran’s engagement
with the world after his government ended years of
sanctions by agreeing to curb its nuclear program. The
outcome in the results for Tehran yesterday was a blow
to the conservative Islamic establishment, although it
retains decisive power due to Iran’s unwieldy dual sys-
tem of clerical and republican rule. Most of the lawmak-
ers who failed to win re-election to the new parliament
strongly opposed the nuclear deal, including Mehdi
Kouchakzadeh, who called Foreign Minister Mohammad

Javad Zarif a traitor, and Rouhollah Hosseinian, who
threatened to bury the negotiators under cement for
agreeing to concessions to world powers.

“This election can be a turning point in the history of
the Islamic Republic,” said an editorial in reformist news-
paper Mardomsalari, whose managing editor, Mostafa
Kavakebian, won a parliamentary seat in Tehran. “The
biggest achievement of this election is the return of
reformists to the ruling system ... so they won’t be called
seditionists or infiltrators anymore,” he said, referring to
hardliners who accused reformists of links to the West.

Rouhani and allied centrists and moderates won 15
out of the 16 Tehran seats in the 88-member Assembly
of Experts, which is tasked with choosing the country’s
next supreme leader, final election results for Tehran
showed. Some of the 15 elected in Tehran were in both
conservative and reformist electoral lists. Two prominent
conservatives, including the speaker of the powerful
clerical body, were among those ousted in the capital.

Candidates on the reformist list also took all 30 parlia-
mentary seats in the Tehran constituency, up from just
two previously, final results released by Interior Minister
Abdolreza Rahmani Fazli showed. Beyond the capital,
their gains were more limited, with conservatives keep-
ing hold of many seats in both bodies. The twin polls, for
the assembly and parliament, were seen by analysts as a
crucial moment for Iran after years of isolation, and a
vote of confidence in Rouhani’s government and his
detente policy with the West.

Key Conservatives Out
“It was a healthy, legal and very good election,” Fazli

said. He said turnout was 62 percent and there had been
very few irregularities. In his first comment since the polls,
Iran’s deeply anti-Western Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei praised the high turnout. He made no direct
comment on the results but suggested the newly elected
bodies should not be influenced by the West. The hard-
line chairman of the Assembly of Experts, Mohammad
Yazdi, lost his seat. So did Mohammad-Taghi Mesbah-
Yazdi, an arch-conservative who was widely seen as the
spiritual mentor to conservative former President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. —Reuters

Iran reformists cheer gains, 
hardliners play down shift

TEHRAN: Iranian men sit in Hafez Square in central Tehran yesterday. —AFP


