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Crossing the river a major 
challenge in Iraq’s Mosul

Districts still devastated months after IS was forced out
MOSUL: It used to take Ahmad Meyssar just a few
minutes to reach his university across a bridge over the
river Tigris in Iraq’s Mosul. But now-with whole dis-
tricts still devastated some five months after the Islamic
State group was forced out-the journey takes him over
two hours as most of the vital links between the two
halves of the city remain in ruins.  “To be sure of being
on time for the start of lessons at university at eight in
the morning,” the 20-year-old student says he sets off
“at around 5:30 or six”.

Across the Nineveh
region where Iraq’s sec-
ond-largest city is locat-
ed, some “90 percent” of
the 70 bridges have been
totally or partially
destroyed, said Marwan
Abderrazaq from the
local roads department.
Some of Mosul’s bridges
were blown up by IS
jihadists as they faced a
nine-month Iraqi
onslaught, while others were destroyed by government
forces and the firepower of a US-led coalition backing
them up. They have been reduced to pillars jutting out
of the waters of the Tigris or collapsed into piles of
concrete.

Traffic problems 
For millions of residents in Mosul and the broader

region the disappearance of the bridges they used to
rely on has turned daily life into an arduous obstacle
course.  Thanks to support from the World Bank and
United Nations two temporary bridges have gone up in
Mosul and three more are under construction. That
means locals no longer have to make lengthy detours to
the few towns where the river could be traversed. But
the limited options still mean that student Meyssar and

others wanting to cross still face major delays.
Hundreds of cars lined up as they queued to reach

the other side on a recent morning, forming a traffic jam
that stretched for several kilometers. The frustrating
waits occur daily at the two functioning bridges-even
for pedestrians. Fathiya Subhi, 44, carries one of her
children on her shoulders as she looks to reach the oth-
er side of the river. She is making the crossing by foot
as she “cannot afford the taxi fare” across. With the

bridge choked full with
cars and scooters it
takes her over 30 min-
utes just to dodge and
weave her way across
the 330-metre (1,000-
foot) bridge.  “We can-
not live like this!” she
exclaims. “When the
government returned
didn’t it also have to
rebuild everything for
the people living here?”

Changing habits
The jams and delays crossing the river have forced

taxi driver Yahya Ahmed to change the way he works.
He has decided that from now on he is going to stick to
the eastern side of the river where he lives and will no
longer take passengers to the other bank.  “Before we
used to cross from one side to the other without think-
ing about it,” Ahmed, 37, says. “But now it takes two-
and-a-half hours so I just work on one side.” Engineer
Hussein Nabil is at work helping to try and rebuild what
residents called the “Old Bridge” that ran across the
centre of Mosul since it was built in 1934. But he says
the metallic structure will only be “restored in six
months” and it will take until August-over a year after
Baghdad announced Mosul’s “liberation”-for the first
cars to be able to cross.— AFP 

MOSUL: An Iraqi boy carries a girl on his back while fleeing from the Old City of Mosul during the Iraqi govern-
ment forces’ offensive to retake the city from Islamic State (IS) group fighters. — AFP 
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SYDNEY: The chief executive of British
catering giant Compass Group Plc and
four members of his family were killed
when the seaplane they were flying in
crashed into a Sydney river on New
Year’s Eve. Richard Cousins, 58, chief of
the world’s biggest catering firm, died
together with Emma Bowden, 48, Heather
Bowden, 11, Edward Cousins, 23, and
Will iam Cousins, 25, according to
Detective Superintendent Mark
Hutchings of the New South Wales Police.
Australian media identified the dead as
the CEO’s two sons, his fiancee and her
daughter. The pilot, Gareth Morgan, 44,
also died. 

Cousins had been due to retire on
March 31. Compass said the new chief
executive, Dominic Blakemore,  would
now start on Jan 1 instead of April 1 as
originally planned. Compass, with annual
turnover of almost 23 billion pounds ($31
billion), employs around 550,000 people
around the world providing food services
to schools, the armed forces and office

workers. Blakemore, who has worked at
Compass since 2012 with roles as both
finance director and head of the group’s
European operations, has a background
in accounting. He has also held senior
financial roles at British food groups
Cadbury and Birds Eye Iglo. 

Compass Chairman Paul Walsh said in
a statement: “The thoughts of everyone
at Compass are with Richard’s family
and friends, and we extend our deepest
sympathies  to  them.”  “Richard was
known and respected for  h is  great
humanity and a no-nonsense style that
transformed Compass  into one of
Britain’s leading companies,” he added.
Cousins led Compass over the past 11
years. He was widely credited with turn-
ing the company’s business around and
making Compass into one of the FTSE
100’s best-performing firms, and had
also been named as one of the world’s
best-performing CEOs by Harvard
Business Review.

He joined Tesco as an independent
director in 2014 at the height of the
British supermarket chain’s accounting
scandal, stepping down from that role at
the start of 2017. The family are believed
to have been flying back to Sydney from
an exclusive waterfront restaurant in
Jerusalem Bay when the plane crashed,
the BBC reported. Police are working with
the Australian Transport Safety Bureau to
recover the wreckage of the plane, which
is submerged in 13 meters of water near
Cowan, north of Sydney. — Reuters
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TEHRAN: Mass demonstrations have hit towns
and cities across Iran in the biggest wave of
protests since unrest over a disputed election in
2009. Sparked by high living costs and the
struggling economy, the protests began in sec-
ond city Mashhad but quickly spread and turned
against the Islamic regime as a whole. Officials
have confirmed 12 dead and hundreds arrested,
while President Hassan Rouhani has called for
calm. Here is how the protests have unfolded:

Mashhad
A few hundred demonstrators gather in

Mashhad and several other towns on December
28 to protest high prices after a call reportedly
goes out on the Telegram social messaging
service. Videos on reformist media show pro-
testers focusing their ire on the moderate presi-
dent, but there are also slogans lambasting the
entire Islamic regime and Iran’s involvement in
conflicts around the Middle East. An official in
Mashhad says 52 people were arrested for
chanting “harsh slogans” at the rally.

Trump’s warning   
The next day, larger-scale protests flare up in

more cities including the western city of
Kermanshah and key religious centre Qom,
where footage shows hundreds of demonstra-
tors chanting “Death to the dictator” and “Free
political prisoners”. An official in Tehran says
that “less than 50 people” gathered in one of the
city’s squares as the protests spread to the cap-
ital. First Vice President Eshaq Jahangiri sug-
gests hardline opponents of Rouhani’s govern-
ment may be behind the demonstrations, warn-
ing that the protests could slip beyond their
control. The US State Department says it
“strongly condemns” the arrest of protesters in
Iran and urges “all nations to publicly support
the Iranian people”. President Donald Trump
wades in on Twitter, insisting that Iranian
authorities “respect their people’s rights” and
warning Tehran that “the world is watching”.

Deadly clashes
On December 30, regime supporters rally

around the country for officially sanctioned
demonstrations to commemorate the defeat of
the 2009 protest movement. Interior Minister
Abdolrahman Rahmani Fazli calls on the public
to avoid “illegal gatherings” as “they will create
problems for themselves and other citizens”. 

The authorities also rebuff Trump’s com-
ments insisting that they are “irrelevant” and
“opportunistic”.  Protests grow in Tehran as
scuffles break out at the city’s main university.
Videos later show demonstrators attacking a
town hall, overturning a police car and burning
the Iranian flag. Unverified footage on social
media claims to show thousands marching
through the western cities of Khorramabad,
Zanjan and Ahvaz. A regional official confirms
that two people were killed in clashes in the
western town of Dorud during an “illegal
protest” on Saturday evening, but insists securi-
ty forces did not fire on the crowd.

On December 31, Interior Minister Fazli

warns that those who “damage public property,
disrupt order and break the law” will “pay the
price”. Officials say 200 people were arrested
during the demonstrations in Tehran and anoth-
er 80 in Arak, some 300 kilometers away. In a
bid to stall further protests, the authorities block
access to online messaging services, including
Telegram, that they accuse of helping to spread
the protests. Rouhani finally breaks his silence
as he insists people are “absolutely free” to
express their anger but “criticism is different to
violence and destroying public property.”

Despite the call for calm, the deadly unrest
continues as videos on social media show
demonstrations hitting areas across the country
for a fourth night. Iranian media and officials
report that 10 people died in protests
overnight-six in shooting in the western town of
Tuyserkan, two shot dead in southwestern Izeh
and two more run over by a stolen fire engine in
Dorud. In a second statement on January 1,
Rouhani plays down the unrest as “nothing” and
insists that the Iranian people will “respond to
rioters and lawbreakers”.—AFP 

Iran protests, 
the timeline 

TEHRAN: Iranian students run for cover from tear gas at the University of Tehran during
a demonstration driven by anger over economic problems, in the capital Tehran. —AFP 

FREETOWN: Four months after the land-
slides that killed her husband and more than a
thousand others, Mariama Kamara has
returned to the mountainside that collapsed
onto their home to live in an unfinished build-
ing. Kamara is one of hundreds of Sierra
Leoneans recently kicked out of three gov-
ernment camps set up in the wake of the
August 14 disaster, when heavy rains caused
the partial disintegration of Sugar Loaf
mountain, now a red rock scar looming over
the country’s capital. 

That day, heavy rains lashed the slopes left
bare by chronic deforestation in Freetown,
and huge boulders suddenly detached, rolling
onto informal settlements, crushing shacks and

enveloping entire households in the Regent
district in red mud. “We are back again at
Regent, trying to pick up what is left after the
disaster,” Kamara told AFP, breastfeeding her
eight-month-old son while sitting on a cinder
block. Handed $280 (235 euros) by the British
government and the World Food Program to
start a new life as a widow with three young
children, the 27-year-old felt she had little
choice but to return to the danger zone she
had fled. “I sold some of the handouts to pay
transport fare for my two children to go to my
mother, until I find a suitable place,” she
explained, describing how she ended up living
in one of four unrecognized settlements in the
Regent area. There are fears another landslide
could strike Regent when the next rainy sea-
son rolls around. 

The school with no roof   
Despite the lack of sanitation and shelter, a

school still operates in the ruined mountain
district, with around 300 children learning to
read and write in a building with no roof,
doors or windows. Many of the students were
orphaned in August. Francis Abu Sankoh, a
community leader, said the government had

told him everyone eking out a precarious liv-
ing had to get out by mid-November, but he
refused to co-operate. “We will not force
these people to leave while they still have
nowhere else to stay,” he told AFP, saying he
knew of nearly 200 households living in half-
finished structures in Regent.

Relief workers are meanwhile exhausted
after four months filling in for a government
that is too under-resourced to carry out basic
disaster management, with the Red Cross
handing out its own payments of $300 to
1,000 people in late December. “We have
played our part to respond to the emergency,
and it is time to release the affected victims,”
said Father George Crisafulli , Country
Director for Don Bosco Fambul, an orphanage
turned halfway house for homeless Sierra
Leoneans. “It is the responsibility of govern-
ment to provide financial support and hous-
ing for them,” Crisafulli added, as he prepared
for the imminent departure of around 100
pregnant women and new mothers.

He noted that the government had prom-
ised to give financial assistance to child vic-
tims via a mobile money wallet, but they were
yet to receive anything. —AFP 

Mudslide 
survivors living
back in
danger zone


