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What has brought Iranian 
protesters onto the streets?

A sign that Iran is taking the protests more seriously

Established 1961 

LONDON: Iran is stepping up a crackdown against anti-gov-
ernment protests that pose the most audacious challenge to
its clerical leadership since 2009. Following are factors that
have brought Iranians to the streets and the challenges the
authorities face.    

How serious are the protests?
The demonstrations, which began last week, are the most

serious since unrest in 2009 that followed the disputed re-
election of then-President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Political
protests are rare in Iran,
where security services
are pervasive. And yet tens
of thousands of people
have protested across the
country since Thursday.  In
a sign that Iran is taking
the protests more serious-
ly, Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
accused what he called
enemies of the Islamic
Republic yesterday of stir-
ring unrest. Khamenei, the
ultimate authority in a
cumbersome system of dual clerical and republican rule, said
he would address the nation about the recent events “when
the time is right”.

Unlike the pro-reform demonstrations of 2009, the latest
protests appear more spontaneous and don’t seem to be
orchestrated by leaders who can be identified and rounded
up by the authorities. Calls made across the country for an
end to economic hardship and alleged corruption are espe-
cially sensitive because Iranian leaders often portray the 1979
Islamic revolution which overthrew the US-backed Shah as a
revolt by the poor against exploitation and oppression. 

Although there are a variety of demands from different
classes of society, videos posted on social media suggest
young, working class people make up the biggest numbers.
That could be more dangerous for the authorities because
they have regarded the less well-off as loyal to the Islamic
republic, as opposed to the more middle class protesters who
took to the streets nine years ago. 

According to official figures, 90 percent of those arrested
were under 25 years old. Many young people are much more

interested in jobs and change than in the Islamist idealism and
anti-west sentiment that the old guard clings to.  Security
forces may be calculating that they can still contain the unrest
as no political group inside the country has put its weight
behind the movement, and the workers lack strong unions to
support them.

Why can’t the government find a quick solution?
The government’s main challenge is to find a way to sup-

press the protests without provoking more anger as demon-
strators attack police sta-
tions, banks and mosques.
So far, while the authorities
have threatened strong
measures, in practice they
have largely been restrained,
arresting hundreds of peo-
ple but holding back elite
forces that have crushed
past unrest.

Hardline measures could
agitate those Iranians who
have been calling for the
downfall of the clerical lead-
ership, including Khamenei.

Authorities want to take control while avoiding a repeat of
2009. In June that year, a video showing protester Neda
Agha-Soltan’s last moments after being shot in the chest
made her an icon of the opposition movement. The state has a
powerful security apparatus but so far it has refrained from
sending in the elite Revolutionary Guards, the Basij militia and
plain-clothed security forces which crushed the 2009 upris-
ing and killed dozens of protesters. Still, prolonged demon-
strations could force the government to act. Iran’s leaders
believe they can count on support from many of the genera-
tion that took part as youths in the 1979 revolution because
of their ideological commitment and the economic gains they
have made under the Islamic government, analysts say. 

What are the main demands of the protesters?
Iranians across the country want higher wages and an end

to alleged graft. But as the unrest has spread, protestors have
directed their anger at the religious establishment. Many also
question the wisdom of Iran’s foreign policy in the Middle
East, where it has intervened in Syria and Iraq in a battle for

influence with rival Saudi Arabia. The country’s financial sup-
port for Palestinians and the Lebanese Shi’ite group
Hezbollah also angered Iranians, who want their government
to focus on domestic economic problems instead. Some
demonstrators even shouted “Reza Shah, bless your soul” a
reference to Iran’s ruler from 1925 to 1941, and his Pahlavi
dynasty which was overthrown by Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, the Islamic Republic’s first leader.

What are Iran’s economic prospects?  
President Hassan Rouhani championed a deal struck with

world powers in 2015 to curb Iran’s nuclear program in return for
the lifting of most international sanctions. However, he has failed

to deliver on promises of prosperity in the OPEC oil producer
where youth unemployment reached 28.8 percent this year. 

Still, the economy has improved under Rouhani’s gov-
ernment and it is no longer in dire straits. Inflation dropped
into single digits for the first time in about a quarter centu-
ry in June, 2016. Gross domestic product growth soared to
12.5 percent in the year to March 20, 2017, although this
was almost entirely due to a leap in oil exports. However,
growth has been too slow for the overwhelmingly youthful
population. Iran’s recovery has been curbed by tensions
with the United States. President Donald Trump has raised
the possibility that sanctions could be re-imposed or new
ones introduced. —Reuters 

CHENNAI: High school teacher Rajkumar Kotal had
run out of ideas. News about his students being
pushed into early marriage and lured by traffickers
reached him, but often too late to stop it. But when
police officials put a letter box in a discreet corner
of the Ramgarhat High School in east Indian state of
West Bengal, the problem was suddenly solved.
“The anonymity of that box gave students the con-
fidence to ask questions, alert authorities and slow-
ly we built a campaign around it to stop child mar-
riages and prevent trafficking,” Kotal, who teaches
English, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

West Bengal accounted for 44 percent of human
trafficking cases reported in India in 2016 and also
had the most missing children reports, according to
government data. Young girls from poor families are
lured with promises of marriage or jobs and traf-
ficked to cities where they are sold to brothels or
into domestic slavery, campaigners said. The state
government and charities working to prevent
human trafficking have initiated a host of measures,
including efforts to create a database of known
traffickers.

The letter box scheme is part of a larger initiative
by the West Bengal police which has proved so suc-
cessful that now more than 20,000 students across
200 schools in the most vulnerable districts of the
state have “shared secrets” and sought help.
Recognizing the impact of the initiative, the UN
children’s agency UNICEF has now partnered with
the police to expand the scope of the program
across the state. 

Rescue missions 
“Girls from the state were being trafficked and

then dumped on the streets of Delhi to die,” said
police officer Ajey Ranade, who is heading the ini-
tiative that is largely targeting school girls in vul-
nerable districts. Police officers in plain clothes first
started visiting schools in South 24 and North 24
Parganas districts - identified as trafficking hotspots
- in 2016 to talk to students.

Many policemen had been on rescue missions
and had been “emotionally moved” by the plight of
trafficking survivors as they saw the impact it was
having on young girls, Ranade said. In schools, ado-
lescents were at first reluctant to engage. “We
started playing a game called share your secret and
suddenly information was flowing,” said Suravi
Sarkar of non-profit banglanatak.com which helped
the police reach students. Under the program, the
police set up committees in schools to educate stu-
dents about trafficking traps.

“Girls appear to be more alert now and informa-
tion has started flowing in,” Ranade said. “Students
are telling us if a classmate has missed school for a
few days, strangers hanging around the school
route are being reported and some of this informa-
tion has even led to arrests.” Kotal, who has been a
teacher for 10 years, said he found courage to con-
front his students’ problems with police backing.
“Earlier some students would ask for help but we
couldn’t do much. This initiative has brought stu-
dents, law enforcement, parents and teachers on the
same platform,” he said. —Reuters 

Don’t seem to
be orchestrated

by leaders

Notes from students 
help Indian police 
nab traffickers

TEHRAN: Iranians walk on a street in the capital Tehran. —AFP 

Winds the reason 
behind Costa 
Rica plane crash 
PUNTA ISLITA, Costa Rica: Strong winds were seen as a
factor in the crash of a small plane in Costa Rica that killed
all 10 US passengers on board and two local crew mem-
bers, according to officials and witnesses. The accident,
which occurred Sunday in the country’s northwestern
Guanacaste region popular with tourists seeking pristine
tropical beaches, killed all on board the small Cessna 208
Caravan owned and operated by domestic airline Nature
Air. The plane burst into flames on impact, according to
rescue officials and locals.

Costa Rica’s civil aviation agency said the pilots had
tried to land at Punta Islita, a beachside town in
Guanacaste, earlier Sunday to get the passengers but
aborted because of “the gusts of wind.” The aircraft was
up-to-date with its certifications and had been inspected a
month earlier, the agency said. “There had been a lot of
wind, really strong,” one resident in the area told AFP on
Monday.

She said when she and other locals arrived at the crash
site, up a steep hillside, “we couldn’t see, absolutely every-
thing was black.” She added: “The front part of the plane
was all on fire, and the tail part was the only bit intact.”
Police and fire crews arrived within 25 minutes of the
crash, which happened shortly after midday (1800 GMT),
she said.  Another resident, Efrain Rojas, told the newspa-
per La Nacion that the plane was “too low” after take-off.

“It did a turn to the left. For us, it looked like some sort
of problem, and it was trying to get back to the runway.
With the turn it did, it had one wing up vertical, and the
other hit the trees,” he said.  “When we arrived, it was all in
flames.... The plane, when it came down, apparently
exploded, caught fire,” he said.

Family killed 
The plane came down minutes after taking off from a

small sealed airstrip in Punta Islita, where the Americans
had boarded.  “We can confirm the death of ten US citi-
zens in an airplane crash in Costa Rica on December 31,
2017,” a US State Department official said by email on

Monday. “We express our condolences to all those affect-
ed by this tragedy,” the official said, adding that consular
assistance was being extended.  An American family of five
from the town of Scarsdale, a suburb of New York City,
was wiped out in the crash, US media reported.  Bruce and
Irene Steinberg and their three sons William, Zachary and
Matthew were all killed while on a family vacation.

The other US victims were named as Thibault Astruc,
Amanda Geissler, Charles Palmer, Leslie Weiss and
Sherry Wuu. The Costa Rican pilot was Juan Manuel
Retana, 52. He was the cousin of former Costa Rican
president Laura Chinchilla, who spoke of their ties on
Twitter. His co-pilot was Emma Ramos, also Costa Rican.
Guanacaste is a popular vacation destination, especially
this time of year, when US and European tourists arrive in
bigger numbers for an end-of-year respite from the
northern hemisphere’s winter.

‘Difficult moment’ 
The process of recovering the bodies went into late

Sunday, and their remains were transported to the capital
San Jose on Monday.  Costa Rican President Luis
Guillermo Solis expressed his condolences Sunday in a
statement posted to social media. Solis said his govern-
ment “gives its commitment to do everything necessary to
work with the relatives of the victims to give them what
they need in this difficult moment.”

Americans are by far the biggest group of tourists vis-
iting Costa Rica, accounting for around 1.3 million arrivals
per year in this nation of nearly five million. Major air acci-
dents are uncommon in Costa Rica. The last comparable
accident dates back to August 26, 2000 when eight for-
eign tourists and two Costa Rican crew members all died
when their small plane crashed into the side of a volcano
near San Jose. —AFP 

The tail of the burned fuselage of a small plane that crashed is seen near trees in
Guanacaste, Corozalito, Costa Rica. —AFP 

Israel law tightens 
hold on occupied 
Jerusalem sectors
JERUSALEM: Israel’s parliament yesterday
gave final approval to legislation aimed at
making it more difficult for the government
to hand the Palestinians parts of Jerusalem
under any future peace deal. The bill,
approved by a 64 to 51 vote, is the latest
blow to remaining hopes for a two-state
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas’s
office said US President Donald Trump’s
recent declaration of Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital and the new Israeli law amounted to
a “declaration of war”. Formulated by Shuli
Moalem-Refaeli of the far-right Jewish
Home party, the new law comes weeks after
Trump’s decision on Jerusalem sparked
deadly protests in the Palestinian territories.

It also follows a vote earlier this week by
the central committee of Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud party in favor of
extending Israeli sovereignty over settlements

in the occupied West Bank. The Likud vote
was non-binding, but was a further expression
of the hopes of many right-wing Israelis who
oppose the creation of a Palestinian state.

The law approved yesterday determines
that any ceding of lands considered by
Israel to be part of Jerusalem would neces-
sitate a two-thirds majority vote in parlia-
ment — 80 out of 120 members of the
Knesset. It also enables changing the
municipal definition of Jerusalem, which
means that sectors of the city “could be
declared separate entities”, a statement
from parliament read. Israeli right-wing
politicians have spoken of unilaterally
breaking off overwhelmingly Palestinian
areas of the city in a bid to increase its
Jewish majority. However, the new law is
not necessarily definitive. It can be changed
by a regular parliamentary majority of 61.

‘Declaration of war’ 

Israel occupied east Jerusalem and the
West Bank in 1967. It later annexed east
Jerusalem in a move never recognized by
the international community. It claims all of
Jerusalem as its united capital, while the
Palestinians see the eastern sector as the

capital of their future state. The issue is
among the most contentious in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. “We’ve ensured the uni-

ty of Jerusalem,” Education Minister Naftali
Bennett, who heads Jewish Home, said after
the vote. —AFP

BETHLEHEM: A Palestinian youth holds a burning tire during clashes
with Israeli forces following a protest against the US’ decision to recog-
nize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, on December 27, 2017 in, in the
Israeli-occupied West Bank. —AFP 


