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OAKLAND, California: A Russian analyst
and journalist scrutinizing her home
country from thousands of miles away,
Kseniya Kirillova works out of an imper-
sonal Oakland apartment that she delib-
erately keeps bare of mementos, except
for a stuffed teddy bear memorializing
another Russian opposition journalist
who died doing the same kind of work.
These days, the 32-year-old’s work has
drawn closer to her new home, the
United States, where she awaits a deci-
sion on her application for asylum.

As Congress and a special counsel
appointed by the US Justice Department
investigate alleged Russian interference
in this country’s 2016 presidential race,
Russian state tactics such as amplifying
“fake news” have moved to the center of
US political discussion. Kirillova’s work
examining alleged Russian actions in
other countries helps in understanding
such events in the United States, accord-
ing to several American analysts of
Russia who often cite her work.

Americans can be “naive about foreign
policy, about Russian propaganda,” says
Kirillova, who contributes to news outlets
in Europe, including the US government-
funded Radio Liberty broadcast news
organization, which also provides global
news in the Middle East and Asia.

Kirillova says growing up in Russia, she
saw the tactics used to undermine
American society and government. “They
really tried to destroy American institu-
tions. They really consider the United
States as their main enemy,” she said.

In the Cold War, the Soviets called the
kind of tactics Kirillova monitors “active
measures” - covert efforts by both
Moscow and Washington, DC, to exploit
divisions, sway public opinion, and influ-
ence events in rival countries and blocs.
The FBI and CIA say Americans experi-
enced those tactics in 2016 when hack-
ers allegedly allied with Putin’s adminis-
tration obtained the emails of
Democratic officials, and Russian state
media outlets spread leaked and made-
up news to influence the US election.

Putin denies his government inter-
fered, although he suggested last week
that “patriotically minded” Russian hack-
ers could be going after Russia’s critics
on their own. Kiril lova’s network of
Eastern and Western security sources
and her grounding in Eastern European
cultures, politics and languages make
her unique among US-based journalists,
said John Sipher, a 28-year US intelli-
gence veteran who now works as a
Russia analyst in Washington, D.C. Her
ability to tease out clues and point to

patterns “has added to the depth and
breadth of what’s going on,” Sipher said.

For instance, he said, Kirillova tracked
down photos showing Russian officials
were acquainted with people and
groups Interpol had sought as suspects
in an alleged coup attempt last year in
Montenegro, a former Yugoslav republic
that has angered Russia by becoming
the newest member of the NATO
Western military alliance. Russia denies
involvement in the alleged plot. “Nobody
else that I’ve seen in the US is doing that,”

Sipher said. The kind of Russia-monitor-
ing Kirillova is doing from the United
States could be extremely important for
Americans, says Alya Shandra, managing
editor of Euromaidan Press, an English-
language news site based in Ukraine. A
war with Russia in Ukraine is blamed for
the deaths of nearly 9,500 people and the
displacement of millions since 2014, the
United Nations says. Americans greatly
underestimate the danger they face from
Russia, and it ’s “very hard for us in
Ukraine” getting that across, Shandra said.

Asylum
Raised in the Russian city of

Yekaterinburg, Kirillova came to the
United States in 2014 when her husband
landed contracts with tech companies.
She says Russian authorities began mov-
ing against the online news site and
bank accounts of her-then colleague
Alexander Shchetinin, who worked with
her covering Russian actions in Ukraine.
The US-based Committee to Protect
Journalists says it does not track the
number of foreign journalists seeking
asylum in the United States, which can
be a yearslong process.

Recent instances that have come to
public notice include a Mexican journal-
ist who tangled with drug cartels in

Mexico and sought asylum in the US. He
returned home after losing his bid for
parole while his case played out. A
teenage blogger from Singapore sought
asylum in the US after mocking the gov-
ernment in his home country, and he is
fighting with the federal government
over his case.

Kirillova says contacts warned her and
Shchetinin that Russian security agen-
cies were scrutinizing them. At least 36
journalists have been killed in Russia in
retaliation for their reporting since 1992,
the Committee to Protect Journalists
says. The teddy bear Kirillova keeps with
her was Shchetinin’s. It wears a cheerful
red sweater bearing a Ukrainian flag, a
token of their work covering Ukraine, she
said. At one point, he sent her and her
husband a selfie from Moscow, cheekily
posed with the Ukrainian teddy bear in
front of Russia’s old KGB headquarters. To
show “we shouldn’t fear them,” she says.

In August, after Russia succeeded in
stifling his news operation, Shchetinin
was found dead of a gunshot wound in
his apartment in Ukraine’s capital, a gun
beside him. Authorities said they were
investigating the possibilities of both
murder and suicide. A friend retrieved the
teddy bear from his apartment and sent it
to Kirillova in the United States. —AP

In US exile, Kremlin watcher sees Russia draw closer

OAKLAND, California: In this photo tak-
en on March 22, 2017, Russian journal-
ist-in-exile Kseniya Kirillova looks over
a doll that belonged to her late friend,
journalist Alexander Schchetinin, in a
lobby near her home. —AP  

FALLUJAH, Iraq: Even as Iraqi forces in Mosul
close in on the last pockets of urban territory still
held by the Islamic State group, residents of
Fallujah in Iraq’s Sunni heartland are still strug-
gling to rebuild nearly a year after their neigh-
borhoods were declared liberated from the
extremists. After declaring the city liberated last
June, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi called
the victory a major step toward unifying Iraq
more than two years after nearly a third of the
country fell to IS. “Fallujah has returned to the
nation,” he declared in a speech broadcast
nationwide.

But in the months that followed, while the
Iraqi government compiled databases and set
up tight checkpoints on the main roads in and
out of Fallujah to screen residents for suspected
ties with IS, it provided little in the way of recon-
struction money, local officials say. Sheikh Talib
Al-Hasnawi, the head of Fallujah’s municipal
council, said international aid is what has provid-
ed electricity, repaired water pumps and built fil-
tration systems.

“We have a real problem with (IS) sleeper
cells,” he said, adding that what Fallujah needs
most is a strong security force to prevent the
extremists from re-establishing a foothold in the
city some 65 km west of Baghdad. “Honestly the
support from Baghdad has been very weak,” he
added, noting that his repeated requests for
more equipment and arms for the city’s local
police have gone unheeded. “So mostly we are
relying on the civilians to alert us to threats,” he
said. “All we can provide are the very basics.”

Dr. Mahdi Al-Alak, the Secretary-General of
the Iraqi Cabinet, said the government has bud-
geted about $19.5 billion for stabilization-related
projects in Anbar Province, where Fallujah is
located. Alak said two new water plants in the al-
Baghdadi and Fallujah area have been built, with
seven others “rehabilitated.” He also said some
roads and bridges have been reconstructed,
without elaborating. Alak acknowledged the
budget does not cover healthcare infrastructure,
for which about $39.8 million is needed to repair

22 damaged health centers in the area. Located
in the heart of the province, Fallujah has a long
history of anti-government sentiment. After the
US-led invasion in 2003 toppled Saddam
Hussein, many of the city’s residents supported a
Sunni insurgency that rose up against US forces
and the Shiite-dominated government in
Baghdad. In 2014, many in Fallujah welcomed IS
when the militants took over following a bloody
government crackdown on thousands of protest-
ers camped out on the city’s outskirts to chal-
lenge the increasingly sectarian rule of then-
Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki.

After the fight to retake Fallujah from IS, the
city was left a ghost town. It had been entirely
emptied of its civilian population by Iraqi securi-
ty forces and IS fighters had left behind hun-
dreds of explosives rigged to kill those who tried
to return. “I had never seen anything like it and I
can assure you no one else has,” said Pehr
Lodhammer, a demining expert with the UN’s
Mine Action Service who has worked in the field
for decades. In Fallujah he said his team cleared
289 explosive remnants and 333 so-called
improvised explosive devices, bombs that IS
now produces on an industrial scale. In Mosul - a
city more than eight times the size of Fallujah -
he said he expects neighborhoods will be lit-
tered with far more explosives. 

Residents returning 
On Fallujah’s main streets, shops and buildings

are a patchwork of destruction and revival. On a
visit this week one shop owner was installing
shiny new signs and tall glass storefronts on a
building still stained black by smoke and punc-
tured by artillery rounds. In nearby residential
neighborhoods, families who had returned were
plastering over bullet holes and repairing col-
lapsed terraces. In the past nine months alone,
more than 370,000 people have returned, but
many streets remain blighted with abandoned
houses, often partially destroyed or burned.

“Those houses, they have (the words) ‘Daesh
house’ painted on the walls outside,” said Abdul

Hassan, a blacksmith from the Al-Askari neigh-
borhood, using the Arabic acronym for IS. He said
most of the still-abandoned houses belonged to
families who supported IS and fled with the
fighters. “In my neighborhood we had very few
Daesh families, maybe just four out of 100.”

He insisted it would be impossible for IS fight-
ers to return because their neighbors would
immediately turn them over to the police,
though he acknowledged that he hasn’t
brought his wife and children back yet. When
asked if he was concerned about security he
shrugged. “Once there are enough schools, I’ll
bring my children. Until then I’ll keep them in
Baghdad,” he said.

A dozen schools have been reopened in
Fallujah with help from the United Nations, along
with pumping and filtration stations that now pro-
vide more than 60 percent of the city with running
water. “What we learned ... is you need to get peo-
ple electricity and water first and fast,” said Deputy
Special Representative of the United Nations
Assistance Mission for Iraq Lise Grande. “We did
that in Anbar but we want to do it even more
quickly,” she added, saying it was a lesson she
hoped would be applied to Mosul reconstruction.

As the fight for Mosul continues - closely
backed by the US-led coalition and heavily
reliant on airpower to clear territory - recon-
struction costs will only mount. Rebuilding
Mosul will cost between $50 billion and $100
billion, according to initial estimates from the
Nineveh governor’s office and the provincial
council. And as Iraq continues to battle an eco-
nomic crisis exacerbated by entrenched corrup-
tion and a bloated public sector, it is unlikely the
government will be in a position to provide
more monetary help any time soon. Khaldoon
Ibrahim, a teacher from Fallujah’s Shurta neigh-
borhood said he returned to the city with his
family last September, the day he heard civilians
were being allowed back in. “Of course not
everything is available,” he said. “But if we waited
for everything to be fixed we would never be
able to come home.” —AP 

BENTIU, South Sudan: More than 1 million
disabled people are vulnerable to the
increasing violence of South Sudan’s brutal
civil war. Mary Nyakwas lost her leg to a
crocodile while fleeing the fighting. She
and her four children had taken refuge
from the conflict in a nearby swamp when
the reptile attacked her. Now the 30-year-
old sits on the floor of her hut in a civilian
protection camp in Bentiu, running her fin-
ger over the curve of her stump. Nyakwas
relies on friends and neighbors to bring her
water and food. Without them, she says,
she’d starve. “I can’t do anything for myself
now,” she says.

When clashes break out, South Sudan’s
disabled and elderly are often unable to
flee and are sometimes shot, hacked to
death or burned alive, according to a new
report by Human Rights Watch. The dis-
abled and older people “find themselves at
much greater risk of starvation or abuse,”
the Human Rights Watch report said, urg-
ing the United Nations and aid groups to
do more to assist the vulnerable.

As South Sudan’s civil war moves well
into its fourth year, aid workers are strug-
gling to meet the needs of 1.9 million inter-
nally displaced people. An estimated
250,000 are disabled and living in UN civil-
ian protection sites across the country, the
World Health Organization says. Even in the
camps, many end up living in squalor with
little assistance. Nyakwas has been offered

some help. The International Committee of
the Red Cross planned to fly her to the cap-
ital, Juba, so she could be fitted with a pros-
thetic limb. But she didn’t want to leave her
children behind.

The ICRC says it is looking into creating
small mobile units to operate in more
remote areas of the country. But because of
a recent increase in fighting, the organiza-
tion has put such projects on hold. The UN
humanitarian agency said many aid groups
are trying to respond to the needs of the
disabled and elderly. It also called on all
parties in the conflict to spare the most vul-
nerable from the “scourge of war”.

Another young South Sudanese woman,
Nyang Maria, has never been able to use
her legs, but she says life was easier before
she came to live in the Bentiu camp. As she
can’t stand up, the 19-year-old is forced to
sit on the camp’s filthy latrines, which are
rarely cleaned and full of feces. “Before, I
could go to the bathroom anywhere,”
Nyang says. “Here, there are just a few toi-
lets and they’re all full of disease.”

In order to increase her mobility, the
International Organization for Migration
gave her a special-needs tricycle, but she
says the tires keep bursting because of the
camp’s gravel roads. It now sits idle in the
corner of her home. She lies limp on the
floor beside it.  “Why?” she says, tears
streaming down her face. “Why did God
make me this way?” — AP 

Fallujah struggling to 

rebuild after liberation 
City a patchwork of destruction and revival

FALLUJAH: In this June 1, 2017 photo, Sheikh Talib Al-Hasnawi, the head of the municipal council, speaks during the opening ceremony of a
water station. —AP  

BENTIU, South Sudan: In this June 2, 2017 photo, Mary Nyakwas stands with her chil-
dren outside her hut. Mary lost her leg to a crocodile while hiding in the swamps, as
she and her four children fled the fighting in her village. —AP 

South Sudan war leaves 

disabled, elderly at risk

AL-HOCEIMA, Morocco: Moroccan
authorities stifled a women’s
protest against official abuses and
corruption on Saturday in a north-
ern town where months of unrest
has tested the North African king-
dom. The protest in the town of Al-
Hoceima was organized by the
“Hirak” movement, which is cam-
paigning for jobs, infrastructure
and other demands in the northern
Rif region, and whose leader Nasser
Zefzafi was arrested last week on
charges of threatening national
security, among other offences.

Police encircled hundreds of
female protesters to leave a public

park in Al-Hoceima late on
Saturday, impeding others from
joining, as the women chanted
“freedom, dignity and social jus-
tice”, a Reuters reporter at the scene
said. Female police officers and riot
police pushed the leader of the
protest, Nawal Ben Aissa, a promi-
nent member of Hirak, away from
the group. She was accompanied at
the protest by Zefzafi’s mother.

Political rallies are rare in Morocco
and usually heavily policed. But
protests around Al-Hoceima have
been simmering since October after
a fishmonger, Mouhcine Fikri, was
crushed to death inside a garbage

truck while trying to salvage fish
that had been confiscated by police.
Fikri’s death has become a symbol
for frustrations about official abuses
and revived the spirit of the
February 20 movement that led pro-
democracy rallies in 2011 and
prompted King Mohammed VI to
cede some of his powers.

Since Zefzafi’s arrest after he
interrupted a Friday prayer sermon,
protests have become a daily
occurrence in the town. “We go to
sleep in fear, and we wake up in
fear,” said Fatima Alghloubzari, 54
who tried to join the protest on
Saturday. “We never imagined our

city would become like this.” One
woman fainted after police stifled
the protest.

A heavy security presence has
been in place around the city’s Sidi
Abed square. Since Zefzafi’s arrest,
police have been increasingly pre-
venting people joining in protests
and blocking access, organizers say.
Moroccan government spokesper-
son Mustapha El-Khalfi acknowl-
edged last week that the Hirak
protests and demands were “legiti-
mate,” and said authorities were
speeding up promised infrastruc-
ture and development projects for
the region. —Reuters 

TUNIS: Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed was reported yesterday as saying
no one in the North African country
involved in corruption would emerge
unscathed in his government’s “war” on
graft. Corruption was widespread in
Tunisia under longtime president Zine El
Abidine Ben Ali, who was ousted in the
2011 uprising that spawned the Arab
Spring, but it remains endemic. Last
month a dozen people including busi-
nessmen, suspected smugglers and even
a former security official were arrested, in
a country where nepotism and corrup-
tion are seen as a powerful brake on the
road to economic recovery.

“I hear some people say this is just a
campaign, but it’s not - it is state policy...
Corruption in our country is widespread,”
Chahed said in an interview published on
Sunday in the newspapers La Presse and
Assabah. “We aim to tear down the sys-
tems of corruption. The struggle against
corruption will be a long-term war, a sus-
tained policy,” he said. “For all the arrests,
preliminary enquiries took months. I
presided over them and we worked with
total discretion, in absolute secrecy,”
Chahed said in the interview.

On Wednesday, the daily Al-Chourouk
deplored what it called “the absence of a
plan of communication” about the arrests
and the Tunisian League for the Defence
of Human Rights said it was “surprised” at
official “vagueness” on the issue. Saying in
yesterday’s interview that he had acted “in
harmony” with President Beji Caid Essebsi,
the premier vowed that “no one will be
protected in this war against corruption”.

‘Big fish’ 
Those being held are “big fish” and

there will be further arrests, he said. “The

amount of money confiscated over the
past eight months was 700 million dinars
($288 million),” Chahed said. He dismissed
accusations that the crackdown was a
countermeasure to the rise of regional
social protest movements. Some of those
detained are accused of “incitement and
alleged financing of the protest move-
ment” in the south. “It is a system that can
be seen everywhere.. .  Even social
protests are exploited by this system (of
corruption), and terrorists also benefit
from it,” he said.

The anti-corruption arrests, made possi-
ble by a state of emergency in force since
November 2015, have been largely wel-
comed. But some say such measures do not
go far enough, and that more is needed
than the arrest of a few prominent figures.
Chahed rejected criticism of the use of the
state of emergency to make the arrests. “In
exceptional circumstances, exceptional
measures,” he said, adding: “Other actions
are planned in this framework... People will
have to get used to them”, as they have “in
the fight against terrorism”.

Since the 2011 revolution, Tunisia has
experienced an increase in jihadist
attacks that have killed dozens of mem-
bers of the security forces and 59 foreign
tourists. Analyst Hamza Meddeb of the
European University Institute near
Florence, speaking before Sunday’s inter-
view, said that by making the arrests
Chahed’s government may well have
wanted to ease the pressure caused by
the social unrest. But he finds himself in a
delicate position. “If he goes further, he
risks touching extremely well-established
interests and political elites,” Meddeb
said, adding that he cannot back down
“without it appearing that he has let him-
self be used”. — AFP 
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