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JERUSALEM: Israel supports the establishment of
a Kurdish state,  Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu said yesterday, as Kurds in Iraq gear up
for a referendum on independence that lawmak-
ers in Baghdad oppose. Israel has maintained dis-
creet military, intelligence and business ties with
the Kurds since the 1960s, viewing the minority
ethnic group-whose indigenous population is
split between Iraq, Turkey, Syria and Iran-as a
buffer against shared Arab adversaries.

On Tuesday, Iraq’s Kurdish leader Massoud
Barzani said he would press ahead with the Sept
25 referendum despite a vote by Iraq’s parliament
rejecting it. “(Israel) supports the legitimate efforts
of the Kurdish people to achieve their own state,”
Netanyahu said, in remarks sent to foreign corre-
spondents by his office. Western powers are con-
cerned a plebiscite in Iraq’s semi-autonomous
Kurdish region - including the oil-rich city of
Kirkuk - could divert attention from the war
against Islamic State militants.

Netanyahu said Israel does however consider
the Turkey-based Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) a

terrorist group, taking the same position as
Turkey, the United States and the European
Union. An Israeli general told a conference in
Washington last week that he personally did not
regard the PKK, whose militants have been fight-
ing Turkey for more than three decades, as a ter-
rorist group. Netanyahu, who is due to address
the UN General Assembly on Sept 19, voiced sup-
port for “the Kurds’ aspirations for independence”
in a speech in 2014, saying they deserve “political
independence”.

His latest remarks appeared to be a more direct
endorsement of the creation of a Kurdish state.
But they will cut little ice in Baghdad, which has
no diplomatic relations with Israel and has strong
ties with Israel’s arch-foe Iran. Iraq’s neighbors-
Turkey, Iran and Syria-oppose the referendum,
fearing it could fan separatism among their own
ethnic Kurdish populations. Kurds have sought an
independent state since at least the end of World
War One, when colonial powers divided up the
Middle East after the collapse of the multi-ethnic
Ottoman Empire. —Reuters

ALEPPO: Flicking through before-and-after pho-
tos of Aleppo’s Umayyad mosque on his phone,
the city’s mufti Mahmoud Akkam said he initially
wanted the celebrated landmark to be restored
by fellow Syrians. But when Ramzan Kadyrov,
the strongman chief of Russia’s Chechnya
region, offered to repair the damage that the
ancient mosque sustained in ferocious clashes
four years ago, Akkam felt he could not say no.
“He was very persistent,” Akkam said, “and since
we are of the same religion and he understands
us, we accepted.”

Kadyrov is a fierce loyalist of Russian President
Vladimir Putin, but has also sought to present
himself as an influential figure for Muslims world-
wide. A fund named after his father Akhmat has
already transferred the estimated $14 million
needed to fund the mosque’s restorations.  If it is
not enough, “they will transfer more,” Akkam told
journalists on a tightly controlled tour of Aleppo
organized by Russia’s military to tout the city’s
resurgence.

Syria’s second city was battered by four years
of fighting between rebels in the east and gov-
ernment forces in the west, until an evacuation
deal at the end of 2016 brought it under regime
control. One of the bloodiest frontlines was
Aleppo’s Old City, a UNESCO-listed world her-
itage site featuring the ancient covered market,
centuries-old citadel, and famous Umayyad
mosque. Clashes in April 2013 reduced the

mosque’s minaret, which dates back to the 11th
century, to an unrecognizable pile of blocks.

Retake, rebuild 
Russia has been a decades-long ally of

Damascus and stuck by its side when the uprising
against President Bashar al-Assad broke out in
2011, before devolving into a civil war that has
killed over 330,000 people. In September 2015,
Moscow began carrying out air strikes that have
allowed Syrian troops to retake swathes of territo-
ry-including Aleppo. Now that it is back under
government control, Russia appears keen to help
rebuild it. Aleppo’s skyline features massive
posters of Assad against a backdrop of the
ancient citadel. The cacophony of honking and
buzz of shoppers in some neighborhoods sounds
like that of any metropolis, but much of the city’s
east still lies in silent ruin. Analysts say Syria’s
financial institutions are not in a position to fund
reconstruction and nations that have called for
Assad’s ouster are unlikely to help. Allies like
Russia and Iran have stepped in to fill the void. 

Syria signed a memorandum of understand-
ing on Tuesday with Tehran for the provision of
five gas units to help generate electricity and
restore power to Aleppo.  And yesterday,
Moscow said it will send some 4,000 tons of
building materials and construction equipment
to Syria to help “rebuild vital infrastructure for
settlements freed from terrorists”. The delivery-

including 2,000 tons of metal water pipes and
hundreds of kilometers of high-voltage cables-
was being transported by train to a port in
southern Russia for onward shipment to Syria.

A long-time ally    
Asked whether the West was helping rebuild

Aleppo, deputy governor Faris Faris said Europe
“only gave us militants to kill Syrian people.” “We
will have to rebuild ourselves, with government
help. Without European help,” he said. And
Akkam said UNESCO had not done enough for
the city’s heritage whereas Chechnya’s Kadyrov
“extended his help at a very difficult time.” The
pro-Putin leader has helped rebuild Russia’s
largest mosque, but his fund been criticized as
“the least transparent organization” by opposi-
tion paper Novaya Gazeta.

Officials also appeared keen to brandish
Moscow’s help in restoring Aleppo’s Al-Furqan
school and providing Syrian students there with
back-to-school packages. “Russia has been here
for a long time,” said deputy provincial governor
Hamid Kino. Russian forces were providing secu-
rity for aid convoys and helping transport fami-
lies displaced from Aleppo’s outskirts back into
their battered hometowns, he said. “Every day
people come back to those towns. Some have
their own cars, but for others, we find buses
while the Russians bring Kamaz trucks for peo-
ple’s belongings,” Kino said. —AFP 

After helping retake Aleppo, 
Russia seeks to rebuild it

Moscow provides students with back-to-school packages 

AKRA: Iraqi Kurds wave Kurdish flags and hold torches as they gather to show support for the
upcoming independence referendum and to encourage people to vote in the town of Akra, some
500 kilometers north of Baghdad. —AFP

Israel endorses independent Kurdish state

ALEPPO: People ride bicycles in what was once a rebel-controlled area in Aleppo, Syria. — AP

JERUSALEM: An Israeli Supreme Court
decision that could force ultra-Orthodox
citizens to serve in the army like their sec-
ular counterparts sparked anger from reli-
gious leaders yesterday and reignited a
sensitive political debate. Tuesday’s deci-
sion strikes down a law exempting ultra-
Orthodox men engaged in religious study
from military service, saying it undermines
equality. The decision raises the possibility
that they could be forced into service, a
highly contentious proposition with politi-
cal implications.

The court however suspended its deci-
sion for one year to allow for preparations
for the new arrangement-which also pro-
vides the government with the opportuni-
ty to pass a new law. Ultra-Orthodox politi-
cal parties and their allies in government
are likely to draft new legislation that
could seek to override the court ruling and
keep the exemption in place. The ultra-
Orthodox parties form a key part of Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s governing
coalition and have often acted as king-
makers in Israeli politics.

Around 10 percent of Israel’s eight mil-
lion people are considered ultra-Orthodox.
Health Minister Yaakov Litzman, whose
ultra-Orthodox United Torah Judaism
alliance is part of Netanyahu’s coalition,
accused the court of seeking to topple the
coalition. He called the ruling “one of the
worst, most wretched judicial decrees that
will enter the long history of persecutions
of the Jewish people,” ultra-Orthodox
newspaper Hamodia reported. Interior
Minister Aryeh Deri, of the ultra-Orthodox
Shas party, said “the Supreme Court is
totally cut off from our (Jewish) heritage
and tradition.”

The issue is part of a decades-old
debate over whether young ultra-
Orthodox men studying at seminaries
should perform mandatory military serv-
ice like the rest of Israel’s Jewish popula-
tion. After reaching age 18, men must
serve two years and eight months, while
women must serve for two. In 2015, law-
makers passed legislation extending their
exemption from duty, reversing a law
passed the previous year that would have
seen it expire.

Israel’s first prime minister David Ben-
Gurion initially granted the exemption in
the early years of the state founded in
1948, which at the time involved only 400
students. The ultra-Orthodox are however
today among the fastest-growing seg-
ments of Israel’s population, with projec-
tions that they could account for one-
quarter of the total by 2050.

‘Not just for suckers’ 
They oppose serving for a variety of

reasons, with the most extreme believing
a Jewish state is not allowed before the
coming of the Messiah. Others argue that
yeshiva study is just as important to Israel
as military service or that ultra-Orthodox
soldiers would be confronted with salty
language and other unreligious behavior.
Yair Lapid, the head of the centrist Yesh
Atid party who pushed to remove the
exemption as part of the previous govern-
ment in 2014, welcomed the court’s deci-
sion as a victory of “values.”

Lapid, now in the opposition, also criti-
cized Netanyahu, saying the prime minis-
ter could not continue to avoid the issue
and that “conscription is for everyone, not
just for the suckers who don’t have a party
in the coalition.” Israeli media reported
that the ultra-Orthodox parties were to
meet on Wednesday to plot a way forward
after the decision. But many analysts said
it was unlikely to provoke a coalition crisis,
with Netanyahu having sided with the
ultra-Orthodox parties on a range of
issues recently.

A decision in June to scrap a deal to
allow women and men to pray together at
the Western Wall provoked heavy criticism
of Netanyahu, who was accused of aban-
doning reform efforts for political gain.
The ultra-Orthodox parties bitterly
opposed the deal for mixed-gender prayer
at the site in Jerusalem, the holiest where
Jews are allowed to pray, since it violates
their strict interpretation of Jewish law.
“Let’s put matters in proportion. This is not
a political earthquake, not at this stage,”
political columnist Ben Caspit wrote in
Israel’s Maariv newspaper. “Almost nobody
has the energy for elections at the
moment.” —AFP 

Israel ruling on army service for 
religious sparks anger, debate

KABUL: A suicide bomber blew himself up
near a cricket stadium in the Afghan capi-
tal Kabul yesterday, killing three people
including a policeman and wounding five
others, police said. The attacker detonated
the bomb after he was stopped at a securi-
ty checkpoint by suspicious police as he
walked towards the Alokozay Kabul
International Cricket Ground where a
match was under way. There was no
immediate claim of responsibility for the
attack, the latest in a series of deadly
assaults in the city.

“The security forces by sacrificing them-
selves have prevented the attacker from
reaching the crowd (inside the stadium)
and creating a catastrophe,” police
spokesman Basir Mujahid said. Two of the
wounded were police officers. Several
ambulances were seen speeding away from
the scene, apparently taking the injured to
hospital, an AFP reporter said. Scores of
police blocked the road leading to the sta-
dium where the sixth match of the
Shpageeza Cricket League season between
the Boost Defenders and Mis Ainak Knights
was under way.

The competition started Monday.
Hundreds of spectators could be heard
from outside the stadium as firefighters
washed down the area where the bomber

had blown himself to bits. Afghanistan
Cricket Board spokesman Farid Hotak said
the match was briefly interrupted and “all
players and cricket board officials are safe”.
The last major attack in Kabul happened on
August 29 when a suicide bomber blew
himself up outside a bank days before the
Eid festival, killing five people and injuring
several others.

Yesterday’s assault came hours after
eight Afghans expelled from Germany
arrived in Kabul after Berlin resumed depor-
tations of Afghan asylum-seekers. It had
suspended the process when a huge truck
bomb tore through the city’s highly forti-
fied diplomatic quarter on May 31, killing
around 150 people and wounding hun-
dreds more. The latest group represented
the sixth wave of repatriations of Afghans
from Germany since December under a dis-
puted Afghan-European Union deal aimed
at curbing the influx of migrants.

Berlin has argued that it can safely repa-
triate people to Kabul and other parts of
Afghanistan, even as Taliban and Islamic
State militants terrorize much of the coun-
try. “They told me that there is no problem
in your country and you can live there so
you can’t stay here (Germany) anymore,”
Mohammad Jamshidi, one of the depor-
tees, said. —AFP 

Suicide bomber kills three 
near Kabul cricket stadium

KABUL: Afghan security personnel stand guard at a road block after an explosion
near the Afghan cricket stadium in Kabul. — AFP

PALAJ, Kosovo: Benjamin, an ethnic Albanian,
and Luka, an ethnic Serb, are young neighbors
who share a school but meet only on the foot-
ball pitch. One boy is taught that Kosovo is inde-
pendent and the other that it is a Serbian
province. In the former Yugoslavia, especially
Bosnia, Kosovo and Muslim-dominated areas of
Serbia, schooling is often determined by ethnic
affiliation. “In the long term this will cause social
damage and political instability,” said education
specialist Dukagjin Pupovci, warning that Serb
pupils in Kosovo risked living “outside reality”.

Kosovo declared independence from Serbia
in 2008, a decade after a war between its ethnic
Albanian pro-independence rebels and Belgrade
forces. Although more than 110 countries now
recognize Kosovo’s sovereignty, the ethnic Serb
minority in the former province does not and is
backed by Serbia and Russia. In Palaj, on the out-
skirts of Kosovo’s capital Pristina, a slim majority
of its 400 inhabitants are ethnic Serbs who call
the village Crkvena Vodica (“Holy Water”).

They share a school with the local Albanian
community, but the name of the establishment
changes according to class ethnicity. In the
morning, when the school hosts around 50
young Serbs, it is called “Dositej Obradovic” after
an 18th century Serbian writer and philosopher.
But in the afternoon, when some 80 Albanians
take to their desks, it is known as “Fazli Graiqevci”
in honour of an Albanian education activist.
Benjamin, a Barcelona fan, meets Real Madrid
supporter Luka only when playing football. 

“Everyone speaks his own language. When
we do not understand each other we speak

using our hands,” 11-year-old Benjamin told AFP.
Luka, 12, said there were rarely any problems,
and if they do occur, “we solve them by our-
selves, we don’t call our parents or teachers”.

No politics, no problems 
While their parents often speak each other’s

language, a legacy of the former Yugoslavia, the
two young boys do not.  Benjamin can learn

English and French at school, while Russian is
the preferred second language for Serbs. “We
are like two trains arriving from different direc-
tions and meeting only briefly at the same sta-
tion,” said physics teacher Sejdi Preniqi. This is
above average integration for schools in Kosovo,
where the two ethnic groups typically learn on
completely different premises, with the Serb sys-
tem and its teachers funded by Belgrade. —AFP

Going to school in Balkans, 
segregated by ethnicity

PALAJ: A Kosovo Albanian student cleans a blackboard at an elementary school in the vil-
lage of Palaj. — AFP


