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REYKJAVIK: The wind blows in icy gusts
and the rain gently melts the snow:
Welcome to Iceland. Far from their home-
town Damascus, Joumaa and his family
don’t mind the Arctic cold, they’re just hap-
py to be living in safety. With 330,000 inhab-
itants surrounded by volcanoes, glaciers
and geysers, Iceland is an unusual destina-
tion for refugees fleeing war in Syria. But
since 2015, 118 Syrians have found hope for
a new and tranquil life in the Nordic nation. 

Many of them lived in Lebanon for sever-
al years before coming to the land of ice
and fire, sent by the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).  Most
of them have settled in the capital Reykjavik
and its surroundings, while others are
beginning their new lives in Akureyri in the
north of the country, 70 kilometers (45
miles) south of the Arctic Circle.  Akureyri is
where Joumaa Naser, his wife and their five
children now call home. The state finances
their rent for one year and pays them an
allowance for daily expenses. 

The Red Cross meanwhile finances
Icelandic language classes and cultural
courses. Speaking Icelandic is the main

obstacle for Joumaa, sporting a finely
trimmed moustache and bundled up in a
down jacket, his words translated by an
interpreter. Does the harsh Nordic climate
bother him? Not so much.  “We’re able to
adapt to any conditions here, whether
they’re easy or difficult, we can live with
them,” he tells AFP.  “It’s only the language
that is a bit complicated. We need time to
become fully adapted,” he adds. 

Friends and football 
But Joumaa’s children, including his son

Amjad, are picking up the language faster.
Making friends and playing local sports like
football have helped them adapt to their
new homeland. “I like Iceland because it’s
very nice and there are very nice people.
Here we like the snow because in Syria,
maybe you’ll see the snow but maybe not,”
Amjad says with a laugh as he throws him-
self down to make a snow angel. On the
other side of the North Atlantic Island, in a
residential suburb of Reykjavik, live Mustafa
and Basma.

In their modern and soberly decorated
two-room apartment of 50 square meters,

located just a stone’s throw from the ocean,
the couple enjoy their newfound security,
far from the chaos of Latakia, the
Mediterranean port city in Syria which they
fled. “They (Icelanders) welcomed us in a
very nice way,” says 30-year-old Mustafa
Akra, thin glasses perched on his nose and a
cap on his head. 

Child of exile 
Mustafa says some people he has met in

Iceland are “racist”, but fewer than in other
countries. Support for the anti-immigration
Icelandic National Front, founded in early
2016 when the first Syrian refugees began
arriving, remains minimal. The party gar-
nered only 0.2 percent of votes in October’s
snap election. And according to a survey
carried out for Amnesty International in
September, more than 85 percent of
Icelanders want to take in more refugees.
“People are shy to advertise their opposi-
tion against refugees. It’s not a popular view
here,” says Linda Blondal, the Syrian cou-
ple’s neighbor who is helping them inte-
grate into Icelandic society. 

The couple knew little or nothing about

their new home before coming.  “We had
never heard of Iceland before arriving here.
We barely knew where it was!”, explains
Basma, who wears a hijab. Mustafa, a strap-
ping man willing to work hard, ended up
finding a job. But it wasn’t easy-he speaks
neither Icelandic nor English. In Syria he
worked as a taxi driver, a car mechanic, a
cook, a house painter and an electrician. He
now works for Ali Baba, a Middle Eastern
restaurant in the centre of Reykjavik. 

The family is set to grow, as Basma is
expected to give birth to their first child, a
boy, in the coming weeks. “I’m proud that
he will be born in Iceland, as safe as possible
in a beautiful country,” the 28-year-old
mum-to-be says. Iceland registered 791 asy-
lum applications last year, mostly from
Balkan countries. Only 100 have been grant-
ed refugee status, including 25 Iraqis, 17
Syrians and 14 Iranians. A year ago, then-
prime minister Sigmundur David
Gunnlaugsson welcomed the first six Syrian
refugee families at Reykjavik airport. And on
Monday, President Gudni Johannesson
received another five refugees at his official
residence. —AFP 

Iceland, an unexpected Arctic asylum for Syrian refugees

WASHINGTON: Former ExxonMobil chief
executive Rex Tillerson was sworn in
Wednesday to take charge of a US State
Department simmering with opposition to
President Donald Trump’s refugee ban.
After the 64-year-old oilman’s nomination
was confirmed by the Senate, he headed to
the White House, where Trump formally
named the political newcomer
Washington’s next top diplomat.

“This is a man that is respected all over
the world before he even begins,” Trump
said, thanking Tillerson. “He left a very good
job for this, I want to tell you.” Also in the
Oval Office as Tillerson was sworn in was
Trump’s chief strategist Steve Bannon, the
nationalist former boss of right-wing news
platform Breitbart. Bannon is emerging as a
key foreign policy figure and was reported-
ly involved in drafting the visa and refugee
ban that triggered global protests.  Tillerson
thanked the president and vowed to serve
him and the American people at all times.
He is due to meet State Department staff at
his new headquarters yesterday.

He takes over an agency already rattled
by top-level resignations and by Trump’s
order suspending refugee arrivals and visas
for citizens from some Muslim countries. On
Tuesday, around 1,000 officials from US mis-
sions across the globe signed and submit-
ted a protest memo, decrying Trump’s ban
as an affront to American values. The State
Department “dissent channel” has existed
since the Vietnam War to allow diplomats to
question official policy, but the scale of the
protest was unprecedented.

One official, speaking to AFP condition
of anonymity, warned a bureaucratic “insur-
gency” against Trump is under way. Others
spoke of colleagues bursting into tears.
Tillerson has not made his views known on
Trump’s executive order, but the White
House’s response was uncompromising.
Trump’s spokesman Sean Spicer said the
travel restrictions would help weed out

extremists and keep America safe. The dissi-
dent diplomats, Spicer declared, “should
either get with the program or they can
go.” His threat outraged many at the State
Department, who argue that their in-house
experts should have been consulted before
the order was signed.

Amateur policy
Thomas Countryman, a 35-year career

diplomat who retired on Monday as assis-
tant secretary of state, urged Tillerson to
protect his new employees from retribu-
tion.”If you don’t trust professional public
servants to help you on foreign policy
then by definition you end up with an
amateur foreign policy,” he told MSNBC.
Tillerson comes into office after a decade
as Exxon’s CEO and trails an impressive

reputation as a manager of a large interna-
tional organization. 

ExxonMobil’s global empire has been
compared to a quasi-state with its own pol-
icy. It is the world’s largest publicly-traded
energy firm-a $350 billion corporation with
revenue last year of $226 billion and more
than 70,000 employees. The US State
Department has an annual budget of only
$65 billion and employs 13,000 diplomats,
11,000 civil servants and 45,000 local staff
at 270 missions worldwide. At Exxon,
Tillerson was the ultimate insider. He joined
the firm in 1975 as a young engineer
straight out of college and worked his way
up the ranks to the top. At the State
Department, by contrast, he will come in as
an outsider with no political or diplomatic
experience. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump shakes hands with Rex Tillerson (L) as
Tillerson’s wife Renda St. Clair look on after Tillerson was sworn in as Secretary of
State in the Oval Office at the White House in Washington, DC. — AFP

BRASILIA: Senator Eunicio Oliveira speaks during the
Senate session to elect the new president of Brazil’s upper
house of Congress in Brasilia. — AFP

Temer ally elected as

Brazil Senate speaker

BRASILIA: An ally of Brazilian President Michel Temer, million-
aire businessman Eunicio Oliveira, was elected Senate speaker
Wednesday, despite being named in the investigation into
the Petrobras corruption scandal that ensnared his predeces-
sor. The Senate vote was a victory for the center-right presi-
dent as he seeks to push through sweeping pension and labor
reforms to haul Latin America’s largest economy out of its
worst recession in a century. But it also served to underline
the ongoing threat Temer faces in the multibillion-dollar scan-
dal centered on state oil company Petrobras.

Oliveira, a powerful figure in Temer’s PMDB party, replaces
fellow party member Renan Calheiros, who steps down after
being charged with corruption in the Petrobras case.
However, Oliveira could eventually face charges himself.In a
plea bargain, a former executive for construction firm
Odebrecht-which has admitted to paying fat bribes to land
inflated Petrobras contracts-named him as one of the politi-
cians involved in the scheme, according to Brazilian media
reports. A source close to Odebrecht confirmed the reports.
Oliveira, 64, is a senator for the state of Ceara, in Brazil’s
impoverished northeast.

He runs a small agribusiness empire and also a security and
logistics firm that has recently won hefty federal contracts,
according to the newspaper Estado de Sao Paulo. In his 2014
financial statement, he declared assets of 99 million reals ($31
million) — triple what he declared when he was elected to the
Senate three years earlier. Calheiros, who successfully battled
finish his term as speaker after being caught up in a dozen
graft investigations, now takes over Oliviera’s old job as PMDB
leader in the Senate.—AFP 


