
Babies’ brains at 
risk from toxic 
pollution: UN
NEW DELHI: As New Delhi and other
major cities hit new toxic smog peaks, the
United Nations sounded the alarm yesterday
over the damage that pollution is doing to
babies’ developing brains. The UN’s chil-
dren’s agency, UNICEF, said Asia accounts
for more than 16 million of the world’s 17
million infants aged under one year living in
areas with severe pollution-at least six times
more than safe levels. India topped the list of
countries with babies at risk, followed by
China, UNICEF said in a report. 

Satellite imagery used to assess pollution
levels around the world found that South
Asian countries accounted for 12.2 million of
the total number of affected children but that
there is also a growing problem in African
cities. Air pollution has already been linked
to asthma, bronchitis, and other long-term
respiratory diseases. “But a growing body of
scientific research points to a potential new
risk that air pollution poses to children’s lives
and futures: its impact on their developing
brains,” UNICEF said. 

The report highlighted links found
between pollution and brain functions
“including verbal and nonverbal IQ and
memory, reduced test scores, grade point
averages among school children, as well as
other neurological behavioral problems.” “As
more and more of the world urbanizes, and
without adequate protection and pollution

reduction measures, more children will be at
risk in the years to come.”

‘Danger in the air’   
The ultra-fine particles in city pollution

can damage the blood-brain barrier-a del-
icate membrane that protects the brain
from toxic substances. Damage to the
membrane has been linked to Alzheimers
and Parkinson’s disease in the elderly.
UNICEF also highlighted the growing risk
from minute particles of the iron ore mag-
netite which is increasingly found in urban
pollution. 

The nano-particles, which easily get into
the blood stream, are highly dangerous to

the brain because of their magnetic charge
and have also been linked to degenerative
diseases. The author of the “Danger In The
Air” report, Nicholas Rees said that  toxic
pollution is “impacting children’s learning,
their memories, linguistic and motor skills.”
Delhi closed schools in early November after
doctors declared a public health emergency,
but quickly reopened them-provoking anger
from parents who accused authorities of
“playing with children’s health”. The crisis
saw large swathes of north India and parts
of neighboring Pakistan blanketed in acrid
air-an annual phenomenon as cooler air
traps particles near the ground, cause pollu-
tion levels to spike. — AFP 
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EL KHIYAM, Lebanon: A boy waves a flag of Lebanon’s militant Shiite movement Hezbollah as a soldier stand guard during a tree planting event organized following a call by
Hezbollah in the southern Lebanese village of Khiam, along the border with Israel. — AFP 

BEIRUT: A month ago, Saudi Arabia pres-
sured Lebanese premier Saad Hariri to
step down in an audacious endeavor to
rein in regional rival Iran. But the aftermath
brought just the opposite. Not only did
Hariri rescind his resignation on Tuesday,
but Riyadh’s power play paradoxically led
divided Lebanese factions to come togeth-
er in order to avoid a political breakdown.
The Lebanese cabinet issued a joint state-
ment on Tuesday to reaffirm their commit-
ment to staying out of regional conflicts
and apparently put an end to the month-
long Hariri saga.

His resignation caught Lebanon and out-
side countries by surprise, and was seen as
a direct result of the escalating power
struggle between Riyadh and Tehran that
has seen them square off from Syria to
Yemen. Saudi Arabia has supported Hariri
for years, hoping he would fight back
against what it sees as Iran’s main instru-
ment in the region-Lebanon’s powerful
Shiite armed movement Hezbollah. But in
2016, a landmark compromise deal in
Lebanon cut across those political lines,

bringing Hariri in as the head of a govern-
ment that included Hezbollah ministers.

‘We will punish Lebanon’    
By the time Hariri’s premiership turned a

year old, the Saudis had grown exasperated
with Hezbollah’s growing influence
and threatened to push back finan-
cially, a source close to the premier
said. “When Hariri travelled to Saudi
Arabia (in early November), he got a
huge shock,” the source said. “He
thought he was going to discuss eco-
nomic projects. He found himself
faced with a list of economic sanc-
tions brandished by the Saudis
against Lebanon.” Riyadh threatened
to expel 160,000 Lebanese nationals
working in the Gulf and force region-
al businessmen to withdraw their
investments from Lebanon. “This
would have been catastrophic for the coun-
try. Hariri had his back up against the wall,”
the source said. The 47-year-old premier
wrote his own resignation announcement,
crafting it in a way he thought would

appease the Saudis. “He was not a prisoner
in the literal sense but the Saudis told him,
‘if you go back to Lebanon, we’ll think of
you as Hezbollah, and your government as
an enemy,’” the source said. 

“They said: ‘We will punish Lebanon like

Qatar,’” he said, referring to Saudi’s
months-long land, sea, and air blockade on
Qatar. Karim Bitar of the Paris-based
Institute of International and Strategic
Affairs said Riyadh’s plan spectacularly

backfired. “The Saudis wanted to send a
powerful message demonstrating their
determination to push back on Iran’s foray
into the Levant,” said Bitar. “But it pro-
duced a real boomerang effect.”

‘Gone too far’    
After his resignation, Hariri spent

two weeks in Riyadh amid furious
speculation he was being held
“hostage” there by Saudi authori-
ties. Eventually, he returned to
Beirut, put his resignation on hold,
and dove into consultations with
political rivals. On Tuesday, he held
his first ministerial meeting since his
return, declaring he had rescinded
his resignation and that Lebanon
remained committed to “disassocia-
tion,” or neutrality in regional con-
flicts. “As fictitious, provisional and

fragile as it is, this forced rapprochement
between the two Lebanese camps is neces-
sary and welcome, since security and eco-
nomic risks are real,” Bitar said. He expect-
ed Riyadh would continue demanding

Hezbollah withdraw its forces from Yemen.
“The Saudis want more than just cosmetic
concessions,” Bitar warned. “The Saudis
have not said their last word yet. They’re
still determined to clip Iran’s wings in the
region.” Last week, Saudi foreign minister
Adel Jubeir warned “there will not be
peace” in Lebanon as long as Hezbollah
stayed armed.

Riyadh, however, has also struggled to
backpedal on its faux pas after Hariri’s res-
ignation sparked French and US interven-
tions on his behalf. Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed Bin Salman “realized he had
gone too far.. . and that the operation
resulted in Hariri regaining popularity,” a
French diplomatic source said. Another
Western source said that Riyadh remained
“very reluctant” to back Hariri, now once
again leading a cabinet that includes
Hezbollah. “They thought he would be able
to counter Hezbollah. The opposite hap-
pened,” the source said. And the source
close to Hariri said Saudi’s crown prince
was not necessari ly wedded to the
Lebanese premier. — AFP 

Hariri saga: Saudi’s Lebanon gambit backfires
An audacious endeavor to rein in regional rival Iran

Jerusalem: A
city of prayer
and conflict
JERUSALEM: US President Donald
Trump was set yesterday to recognize
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in a move that
would upturn decades of precedent and
run counter to international consensus.
The city is revered by three major faiths
but mired in political, as well as religious,
disputes. Its status is one of the thorniest
issues of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Whose capital?   
Jewish Israelis consider Jerusalem to

be their 3,000-year-old capital and the
inalienable birthright of Jews everywhere.
Since the destruction in ancient times of
two separate Jewish temples in the city
and the exile of the Holy Land’s surviving
Hebrews, Judaism has looked for a return
of its people to their biblical home.
According to scripture, King David made
Jerusalem the capital of a unified kingdom
of Israel around 1000 BC. The city’s heav-
ily visited Western Wall is among the last
remnants of the second Jewish temple,
destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD.

The Palestinians, who make up about a
third of the modern city’s population of
some 882,000, claim east Jerusalem as
the capital of the state to which they

aspire. It also has great religious signifi-
cance for Muslims as it houses the Al-
Aqsa mosque complex, Islam’s third-holi-
est site, and the emblematic gold-topped
Dome of the Rock. While Palestinians
have been divided in recent years
between president Mahmud Abbas’s Fatah
and Islamist movement Hamas, Jerusalem
remains one of their most powerful rally-
ing points for both religious and national-
istic reasons. The city is also home to the
holiest sites in Christianity, including the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre, built on the
site where most Christians believe Jesus
was crucified and buried.

City of controversy
A 1947 United Nations plan pre-

scribed partitioning British-run Palestine
into three separate entities: a Jewish
state, an Arab state and a separate
enclave, or “corpus separatum”, consist-
ing of Jerusalem, nearby Bethlehem and
holy places in the vicinity to be under
UN control. The proposal was accepted
by Zionist leaders but rejected by the
Arabs. Following the departure of the
British in 1948, the Jews declared an
independent state of Israel, followed by
fighting with Palestinians and neighbor-
ing Arab states. At the end of the war,
east Jerusalem was in Jordanian hands
while the new Jewish state set up its cap-
ital in the west. The two sides were
divided by barbed wire, sandbags and
machinegun emplacements until the Six-
Day War of 1967, when Israel seized and
occupied the eastern zone. —AFP

Saudis worried 
over Hezbollah’s 

growing 
influence

NEW DELHI: Indian men play cricket amid heavy smog in New Delhi. — AFP 


