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Iran sees ‘revival’ 
of imperiled lake 
MIANDOAB, Iran: It is one of the worst
ecological disasters of recent decades,
but the shrinking of Iran’s great Lake
Urmia finally appears to be stabilizing and
officials see the start of a revival. A rusty
cargo ship and a row of colorful pedal
boats lying untouched on the bone-dry
basin are a sign of the devastating loss of
water in what was once the largest lake in
the Middle East. Situated in the mountains
of northwest Iran, Lake Urmia is fed by 13
rivers and designated as a site of interna-
tional importance under the UN
Convention on Wetlands that was signed
in the Iranian city of Ramsar in 1971.

The lake has been shrinking since 1995,
according to the UN Environment
Program, due to a combination of pro-
longed drought, over-farming and dams.
By August 2011 the lake’s surface was
2,366 sq km and shrank drastically to just
700 km2 in 2013, according to the United
Nations. The catastrophe has threatened
the habitat of shrimp, flamingos, deers and
wild sheep and caused salt storms that
pollute nearby cities and farms.

That finally triggered a coordinated
effort to save the lake in 2013 — with a
joint program between Iran and the UN
Development Program funded by the
Japanese government. The project
became a priority for the incoming

administration of President Hassan
Rouhani. “One of my promises was to
revive Urmia lake, and I am still committed
to that promise,” Rouhani said during a
recent visit to the region. 

Some positive results are finally emerg-
ing and the lake’s surface area reached
2,300 km2 last year, according to UN
Development Programme figures. “This is
the beginning of the lake’s revival,” said
Abolfazl Abesht, who heads the wetlands
unit of Iran’s environment department. He
warned it would take “decades” to return
to the 5,000 km2 it once covered, but at
least “now the trend has stopped”.

Sustainable farming
Rising temperatures and reduced rain-

fall have been a major factor in the lake’s
decline, experts say. So, too, was the con-
struction of a causeway in 2008 to short-
en driving times between Urmia and the
nearby city of Tabriz that cut the lake in
two. But people were also a major part of
the problem due to a rapid rise in the
population and farming around the lake,
which provides a livelihood to some six
million people. 

The rejuvenation effort therefore
focused on redirecting rivers to irrigate
farmland, thus avoiding use of water from
the lake, and the promotion of more sus-
tainable farming methods. “Almost 85
percent of the water is used for agricul-
ture, and we are trying to help farmers
reduce usage through cheap and effec-
tive techniques,” said Abesht. Measures

such as using natural instead of chemical
fertilizers, or levelling the land to avoid
run-off, have shown major improvements
for local farmer Afshin Medadi. The 47-
year-old had to invest in new equipment,
but says “things are more cost-effective
now”, with his farm using a tenth of the
water.

There has also been a noticeable
reduction in the salt and dust pollution
whipped up from the desiccated lake
floor during storms, he added. Others
have launched their own green initia-
tives. One group of 20 women set up a
collective to raise awareness among

lakeside communities about water waste,
and encourage the production of handi-
crafts to boost sustainable employment. 

One of the organizers, 39-year-old
Kobra Asghari  f rom the vi l lage of
Gharehgozlou, hopes industries such as
carpet and doll-making can gradually
overtake traditional farming. They are
also encouraging women to plant less
thirsty crops such as saffron and olives.
“We gradually managed to encourage
the men to do the same,” she said.
“People are paying more attention to
their  environment and the dying
ecosystem.”  —AFP

URMIA, Iran: This picture taken on Dec 8, 2018 shows a general view of recreational boats
along the shore of the salt lake of Urmia and the Shahid Kalantari causeway. —AFP

With US pullout, 
Manbij braces 
for upheaval
MANBIJ, Syria: The city of Manbij has
switched control more than most places in
Syria’s civil war. With US troops set to leave
after President Donald Trump’s decision to
withdraw them, residents fear others will
rush to fill the vacuum, causing more
upheaval: Syrian government forces have
deployed nearby while Turkey is threatening
its own assault on the city. US forces have
underpinned stability in Manbij since Islamic
State’s defeat here in 2016.

Some 30 km from the Turkish border, it
occupies a critical spot in the map of the
Syrian conflict, near the junction of three
separate blocks of territory that form
spheres of Russian, Turkish and - for now -
US influence. While US forces have yet to
leave, the consequences of Trump’s decision
are already playing out in Manbij. Russian-
backed Syrian government forces entered
the outskirts on Friday for the first time in
years at the invitation of Kurdish YPG militia
who fear the US departure could open the
way for a Turkish attack.

“We have been living in fear for the past
few days and we don’t know what is happen-
ing and who will enter the city,” said Ismail
Shaalan, 41, who has lived in Manbij since
fleeing fighting in the Aleppo area two years
ago. “Is it the Turks or the Syrians?” Trump
has said the withdrawal will be slow. US-led
coalition jets and attack helicopters could still

be seen in the skies over Manbij on Saturday.
Local fighters with the US-backed militia

that has held the city since 2016, the Manbij
Military Council, were conducting their nor-
mal patrols on Saturday wearing red berets
and armed with AK-47 assault rifles. “We
survived the war. We will never see worse
than Daesh,” he said, referring to Islamic
State, said Abu Hamze, 43, a father of five.
But he too is worried: “We are scared. The
situation is confusing.”

Manbij has changed hands three times
since the Syrian conflict began in 2011. Free
Syrian Army rebels seized it from President
Bashar al-Assad’s government early in the
conflict. Then it fell to Islamic State which
declared it part of its “caliphate”. Islamic
State was dislodged from Manbij in 2016 by
the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), a mili-
tia force spearheaded by the Kurdish YPG
and backed by the US-led coalition. Manbij
has been held by SDF-allied forces since
then, angering neighboring Turkey which
views the influence wielded by the YPG in
northern Syria as a national security threat.
Turkish and US forces have been conduct-
ing joint patrols near Manbij since
November, agreed as part of US efforts to
satisfy Turkish concerns.

‘Partial’ Syrian army deployment
Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan said on

Friday Turkey would have nothing left to do
in Manbij once the “terrorists” leave, a refer-
ence to the YPG, which says its forces have
already withdrawn from the city. Turkey says
the YPG is indistinguishable from the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which has
waged a 34-year insurgency in Turkey. It has
vowed to crush the YPG with help from
Syrian rebel allies, some of whom come from

places now held by the SDF and are fiercely
hostile to the Kurdish fighters.

Turkey-backed rebels have been mobiliz-
ing for an attack on Manbij in nearby areas
that have been under Turkey’s control since it
swept into northern Syria in 2016, part of its
effort to roll back the YPG. Erdogan sig-
nalled on Friday that Turkey was not in a hur-
ry to carry out the operation. The YPG, taken
aback by Trump’s withdrawal decision, called
on Damascus on Friday to protect Manbij.

Shortly afterwards, the Syrian army said it
had deployed to Manbij where it would
guarantee security “for all Syrian citizens and
others present”. The Syrian troops did not
enter the city but nearby frontlines with the
hostile Turkey-backed rebels. A military
source in Manbij Military Council said dis-

cussions with the Syrian government had
yielded agreement on the need to halt “the
Turkish occupation of Manbij”.

The Syrian army’s deployment in the
Manbij area was so far “partial”, the source
said, adding that further Syrian army deploy-
ment into the area would take into account
the US presence. As to whether the Syrian
state was poised to restore its authority over
Manbij, the source said: “Committees will be
formed later on about how to administer the
city.” The question of whether the Syrian
government will return to rule Manbij is of
critical importance to many in the city. One
primary concern is fear of being enlisted to
the army. Yet the return of Assad’s rule is
seen by some as preferable to the prospect
of a Turkish offensive. —Reuters

MANBIJ, Syria: Syrians walk in this northern town on the Turkish border yesterday.  —AFP

New Iraq minister 
quits over videos 
linking bro to IS 
BAGHDAD: Iraq’s newly appointed education minister
has said she tendered her resignation over online
accusations her brother was a member of the Islamic
State group. Shaima Al-Hayali announced her decision
in a tweet on Saturday, two weeks after parliament
approved her nomination, saying she had handed her
resignation to Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi. “I
announce that I have submitted my resignation to the
prime minister... and it is up to him to decide whether
he will accept it once he has ascertained any link
between me and terrorists,” she said in the tweet.

Her decision comes days after MPs and local offi-
cials from Mosul made accusations online that her
brother, Layth Al-Hayali, was an IS member. The accu-
sations were accompanied by two videos dating back
to 2016 showing Layth in IS propaganda videos, at a
time when he worked for a local administration in IS-
held Nineveh province, where Mosul is located. In
these videos, the man, whose whereabouts are cur-
rently unknown, can be heard denouncing US-led air
strikes against the group. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump on
Saturday blamed opposition Democrats for the death of
two immigrant children in US custody, comments set to
heighten tensions as the second week of a government
shutdown began over his demands for a wall on the
US-Mexico border. “Any deaths of children or others at
the Border are strictly the fault of the Democrats and
their pathetic immigration policies that allow people to
make the long trek thinking they can enter our country
illegally. They can’t. If we had a Wall, they wouldn’t even
try!,” Trump said on Twitter.

His comments came after the separate deaths of two
Guatemalan children, aged seven and eight, who
crossed the border illegally with relatives who were
taken into custody by US Border Patrol. The tweet
hardened Trump’s tone after an earlier message on
Twitter that said the next move in the eight-day budget
standoff over border wall funding belonged to the
Democrats. “I am in the White House waiting for the
Democrats to come on over and make a deal on Border
Security,” Trump tweeted.

But members of Congress, most of them home for
the holidays, kept low profiles, and there were no evi-
dent signs of any imminent breakthrough. One
Democratic representative, Dwight Evans of
Pennsylvania, said in a tweet posted by his staff that
Trump was “reaching new lows with these ridiculous
tweets. His administration is the cause of pain and suf-
fering that is taking place at the border. Nothing that he
says will alter this truth.” Others called the Trump
tweets “disturbing” and pointed out that US immigra-
tion policies have been in place for years without chil-
dren dying in government custody.

Homeland Security Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen was
in Yuma, Arizona, on a trip to witness border operations
first hand after saying last week that the US will take
“extraordinary” protective measures to deal with a
surge of immigrant children in custody. Eight-year-old
Felipe Gomez, who collapsed after running a fever, died

in US custody after traveling with his father Agustin
Gomez from an indigenous community in Guatemala.
He died on the same day that Jakelin Caal, a
Guatemalan girl who died in US custody under similar
circumstances earlier this month, was buried back in
her home village.

In the last two months, US Border Patrol agents have
apprehended 139,817 people on the southwest border,
compared with 74,946 during the same period a year
earlier, Nielsen said. More than 68,500 were “family
units” while almost 14,000 others were unaccompanied
children, she said, and the system has been pushed to the
“breaking point”. When the shutdown began on Dec 22,
affecting a quarter of the federal government, Trump can-
celed his plans to spend the year-end holidays in Florida
and vowed to remain at the White House - though he
made a quick, unannounced trip to visit US troops in Iraq.

But as he tries to build pressure on Democrats to
help fund the border wall he sees as an urgent priority
- threatening even to close the border if no deal is
reached - Democrats appear adamant in their refusal to
pay for a project they view as a waste of money. Some
conservative Republicans, meanwhile, appear equally
determined to press for the wall. Trump has demanded
$5 billion for wall construction - though the White
House reportedly has shown flexibility on that number -
while Democrats have offered to spend no more than
$1.3 billion for security measures not including a wall.

A vow to reopen government 
Nancy Pelosi, who is expected to be House speaker

in the new Congress, has vowed to “swiftly” reopen the
government once her Democrats take control of that
chamber from the Republicans on Thursday. She said
Democrats “will govern responsibly in stark contrast to
this chaotic White House”. Trump had previously
blamed Democrats for policies he said had forced his
administration to separate some children from their
parents at the border, a claim widely seen as specious.

The effects of the shutdown have been slow to
appear - many of the 800,000 government employees
sent home or working without pay would have been off
for the holidays anyway - but once the New Year
arrives, pressure will grow. The popular Smithsonian
museums and National Zoo in Washington, for example,
said they found money to stay open through New Year’s
Day but will close on January 2 if the standoff continues.

While most of the US military is unaffected, about

42,000 Coast Guard members are working without
pay. That branch falls under the Department of
Homeland Security, not the Pentagon. This is the third
government shutdown of the year, following shorter
closures in January and February. Shutdowns have
rarely been popular with the public. A recent NPR/PBS
NewsHour/Marist poll found that Americans - by 57 to
36 percent - favored Trump seeking compromise rather
than insisting on his wall demand. —AFP

No evident signs of any imminent breakthrough

Trump blames Democrats for migrant 
children’s death, amid budget impasse

PLAYAS DE TIJUANA, Mexico: Children travelling with the Central American migrants that hope to reach
the United States play at the beach next to the US-Mexico border fence on Saturday. —AFP

Tourists throng 
pyramids after 
bombing, but 
future clouded 

GIZA: Crowds of tourists stared in awe at the towering
pyramids of Giza near Cairo Saturday undaunted by a
nearby bomb attack a day earlier that killed holiday-
makers from Vietnam. A roadside bombing claimed the
lives of three tourists and their Egyptian guide Friday
when it ripped through the bus they were on as it trav-
elled near the world-famous attraction. The attack
comes as Egypt’s vital tourism sector has begun to
recover after years of instability and violence that
scared visitors away. “I think terrorism can strike any-
where in the world,” Somand Yang from South Korea
told AFP. “You have to be careful but it is also like
luck.” Security forces guarded the entrance to the
sprawling site and Yang, 32, said she had no qualms
about visiting. “Lightning never strikes twice in the
same place. So I figured it will be even safer today,”
she said. —AFP

GIZA: A tourist jumps as she has her picture taken at the Giza
pyramids necropolis on the southwestern outskirts of the
Egyptian capital Cairo on Saturday, with the pyramids of Khafre
and Khufu seen in the background. —AFP


