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TEHRAN: Iran has banned some of its women play-
ers from billiard sports competitions for a year for
violating the Islamic codes of conduct at a tourna-
ment in China, sporting authorities announced. The
Disciplinary Committee of Bowling, Billiard and
Boxing Federation did not reveal the nature of the
alleged offences, saying it would name the trans-
gressors later. 

“Women sent to China Open (billiard) competi-
tions will be banned from all domestic and foreign
competitions for one year for violating the Islamic
code,” it said late Thursday, according to the ISNA
and Tasnim news agencies. The category of billiard
sports includes billiards, pool and snooker. Since the
1979 revolution, Iran has required women to wear
the Islamic headscarf in public.

The Islamic code also forbids women touching,

dancing or singing with men outside their families.
Women are only allowed to show their face, hands
and feet in public and are supposed to wear only
modest colors. Over the years, however, women have
pushed back the boundaries of the law, with many
wearing loose, brightly colored headscarves far back
on their heads. T-shirts and jeans are banned for
women attending billiard sport competitions, accord-
ing to the website of the Iranian federation, which
could not immediately be reached for comment.

Most pool-billiard clubs in Iran are male only but
some offer women-only hours. Top Iranian female
players now regularly compete in national and inter-
national games. In October, Akram Mohammadi
became the first Iranian woman ever to win a medal
in a major billiard competition, taking bronze at the
Asian championships in the United Arab Emirates.

She told the state-run Iran Online website after her
victory that the World Pool-Billiard Association had
not tried to restrict the wearing of headscarves at
international competitions, unlike some other sports.

The reported ban comes less than two months
after the Iranian chess federation announced possi-
ble disciplinary action against an Iranian brother
and sister for violating Islamic and political rules.
Dorsa Derakhshani,  who holds the tit le of
International Master, has been living in Spain for
more than two years, and playing without the hijab
headscarf in chess games. She could face a ban
from the federation, fines, prison or lashes if she
returns to Iran. Her teenage brother Borna was
threatened with disciplinary action for competing
against an opponent from Iran’s arch-foe Israel,
which is forbidden by Tehran. —AFP
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Iranian women players snookered for ‘un-Islamic’ acts

BRUSSELS: NATO foreign ministers meet at the NATO headquarters in Brussels yesterday. —AFP

BRUSSELS: Germany said yesterday that NATO’s agreed tar-
get spend of two percent of members’ yearly economic out-
put was neither “reachable nor desirable”, countering
Washington’s demands that European partners comply and
quickly. The United States provides nearly 70 percent of
NATO’s budget and is demanding that all allies make clear
progress towards the agreed target this year. Only four
European NATO members - Estonia, Greece, Poland and
Britain - have done so. 

“Two percent would mean military expenses of some 70
billion euros. I don’t know any German politician who would
claim that is reachable nor desirable,” Germany’s Foreign
Minister Sigmar Gabriel said at the first NATO meeting attend-
ed by US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson. Tillerson, however,
reiterated Washington’s demands and said the US will push
that agenda when NATO leaders meet on May 25 for the first
top-level summit of the alliance. US President Donald Trump
will attend that meeting. 

“Our goal should be to agree at the May Leaders meeting
that by the end of the year all Allies will have either met the
pledge guidelines or will have developed plans that clearly
articulate how...the pledge will be fulfilled,” Tillerson said.
“Allies must demonstrate by their actions that they share US
governments commitment.” In Berlin, German government
spokesman, Steffen Seibert, said the government was commit-
ted to increasing defense spending and would continue to do
so “because we know it is necessary and makes sense to fur-
ther strengthen our armed forces”.

Members have until 2024 to comply with the spending tar-
get. Tillerson did however offer assurances of Washington’s
commitment to NATO, softening Trump’s stance. Trump has
criticized NATO as “obsolete” and suggested Washington’s
security guarantees for European allies could be conditional
on them spending more on their own defense. He has also
said he wants NATO to do more to fight terrorism. “The
United States is committed to ensuring NATO has the capabil-
ities to support our collective defense,” Tillerson said at the
meeting in Brussels. “We will uphold the agreements we have
made to defend our allies.”

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg said ties
between European NATO members and the United States
were “rock solid”. He said the ministers would discuss “fair
burden sharing to keep the trans-atlantic bond strong” and
“stepping up NATO efforts to project stability and fight terror-
ism”. Stoltenberg confirmed ministers would discuss national
defense spending plans yesterday as the bloc seeks to
respond to the new, harsher tone from across the Atlantic,
which has galvanized European NATO allies. 

Though Washington has also offered reassurances,
Tillerson’s initial decision to skip his first meeting with
NATO foreign ministers reopened questions about the
Trump administration’s commitment to the alliance. The
meeting was later rescheduled and Tillerson was attending,
though has not scheduled meetings with individual coun-
tries as is customary by the secretary of state during such a
meeting. —Reuters
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Scotland makes 

a request for an 

independence vote

EDINBURGH: The Scottish government yesterday formal-
ly asked British Prime Minister Theresa May for a second
referendum on independence, deepening a crisis sparked
by the Brexit vote. “I am... writing to begin early discus-
sions between our governments to agree an Order under
section 30 of the Scotland Act 1998 that would enable a
referendum to be legislated for by the Scottish
Parliament,” First Minister Nicola Sturgeon wrote in a let-
ter to May. Sturgeon, leader of the ruling Scottish
National Party (SNP), said: “The people of Scotland must
have the right to choose our own future-in short, to exer-
cise our right of self  determination.” The Scottish
Parliament voted by 69 votes to 59 on Tuesday for anoth-
er referendum, but it cannot hold a legally-binding vote
without London’s approval.

Scotland rejected independence by 55 percent in 2014,
but voted by 62 percent to remain in the European Union
in 2016 sparking another constitutional crisis as it was
outvoted by England and Wales. May has insisted “now is
not the time” for another referendum, but she now faces a
battle on two fronts as she seeks to negotiate a good deal
from Brexit and tame nationalist sentiment in Scotland.
Opinion polls show support for independence is broadly
unchanged from 2014, but May’s firm stance against dis-
cussing a vote now is widely regarded as a gamble as
Scots could react unfavourably to London ignoring the
will of the Edinburgh parliament.

Sturgeon has already indicated she will take unspeci-
fied “steps” for holding a referendum in case her request
for one is ignored. “There appears to be no rational reason
for you to stand in the way of the will of the Scottish par-
liament and I hope you will not do so,” she wrote in the
letter. Sturgeon’s predecessor Alex Salmond frequently
threatened to hold a non-binding “consultative referen-
dum” in 2012, before London relented and approved the
legally binding poll in 2014. The Spanish region of
Catalonia’s separatist government held a non-binding ref-
erendum in 2014, but the 80 percent vote for self-deter-
mination was called into question amid reports of a boy-
cott by unionists.

The SNP wants to prevent Scotland being “dragged out
of the EU against its will”, but a survey by NatCen Social
Research on Thursday found Scottish people have broadly
the same opinions on the European Union as the rest of
Britain. Professor John Curtice, senior research fellow at
NatCen, said: “For the most part voters on both sides of
the border want much the same outcome-free trade,
immigration control and retention of much of the con-
sumer and environmental regulation currently afforded
by the EU. “This means that on immigration in particular
voters in Scotland seem to be more in tune with the
stance taken by the UK government than that adopted by
the Scottish government,” he said. —AFP


