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STAFFORD, Texas: A host family member of Sabika Sheikh wipes away a tear while speaking at her funeral prayer service at the Brand Lane Islamic Center on Sunday. —AFP 

STAFFORD, Texas/ ISLAMABAD: Houston’s Muslim
community gathered to offer prayers Sunday at the
funeral service for a 17-year-old Pakistani exchange
student killed in a mass shooting at her southeast Texas
high school. About 1,000 people, many with Pakistani
roots and wearing traditional Muslim dress, converged
on an Islamic center in Stafford to honor Sabika Sheikh,
whose body was brought by hearse to the somber
service from Santa Fe, the nearby small rural town
where a student murdered 10 people including eight
students.

Among the mourners was the late teen’s first cousin
who lives in the United States. She said Sheikh’s rela-
tives are completely devastated. “The family back
home, we are in touch with them. They’re crying every
moment. Her mother is in denial right now,” Shaheera
Al-Basid, a graduate student in the US capital
Washington, told AFP at the funeral service. “It’s a
shock we need our entire life to recover from,” the 26-
year-old added.

Men lined up in rows offered traditional mourning
prayers as Sheikh’s coffin, draped in the green and
white flag of Pakistan, was brought into a small,
cramped sanctuary. Sheikh had been due to return

home in mere weeks, in time for Eid al-Fitr, the holiday
marking the end of the holy month of Ramadan.

‘Shock’ 
“It’s a shock, it’s so sad,” said realtor Ike Samad, 67,

who was born in Pakistan but has lived here most of his
adult life and raised his children as Americans. “I came
here just like her, as a student,” he recalled. “God forbid
that could have happened to me when I was here. As a
parent, it is just devastating.” Samad also addressed the
painful irony that a young woman from a country that
many Americans associated with the war on terror in
the aftermath of the Sept 11, 2001 attacks on New York
and Washington was killed in a country that millions
around the world see as a bastion of freedom. The
attacks were a “tragedy, and tragedy sometimes teach-
es you life,” he said. “But it also revisits, and in this case
very close to here.” Several Pakistani-American youths
also attended the funeral service, including Danyal
Zakaria of nearby Sugar Land, Texas. The 17-year-old
said it was “truly mind-blowing” that an exchange stu-
dent his age could be cut down in cold blood at a US
school. “This nation is known to be safe,” he said. “If
America is not safe, then where is?”

Gun control
Meanwhile, Sheikh’s father said yesterday he hoped

that the death of his daughter, who wanted to serve her
country as a civil servant or diplomat, would help spur
gun control in the United States. Santa Fe High School,
southeast of Houston, on Friday joined a grim list of US
schools and campuses where students and staff have
been gunned down, stoking a divisive US debate about
gun laws. “Sabika’s case should become an example to
change the gun laws,” her father, Aziz Sheikh told
Reuters, speaking by telephone from the family home in
the city of Karachi.

Most Pakistani youngsters dream of studying
abroad, with the United States the favorite destination
for many. Aziz Sheikh said the danger of a school
shooting had not crossed his mind when he sent Sabika
to study in the United States for a year. Now he wants
her death to help spur change. “It has become so com-
mon,” he said of school shootings. “I want this to
become a base on which the people over there can
stand and pass a law to deal with this. I’ll do whatever I
can,” he said.

Students said the teenaged boy charged with fatally
shooting 10 people, Dimitrios Pagourtzis, opened fire in

an art class shortly before 8 am on Friday. Sabika was
part of the YES exchange program funded by the US
State Department, which provides scholarships for stu-
dents from countries with significant Muslim popula-
tions to spend an academic year in the United States.
Sabika loved her time in Texas, Sheikh said. “She
appreciated it so much. She was so excited to be there
and to study and meet the people, especially the teach-
ers,” he said.

Her family spoke to her every day and she had been
due to return to Pakistan on June 9, at the end of the
school year. US secretary of state Mike Pompeo
offered his condolences in a statement on Saturday,
saying Sabika was “helping to build ties between the
United States and her native Pakistan”. Her father said
Sabika had wanted to work in government in some
capacity, to help her country. “She would say she want-
ed to join the foreign office or the civil service,” her
father said. “The reason was that she said was there is a
lot of talent in Pakistan but the image and perception of
the country was really bad, and she wanted to clear
that up.” The US ambassador to Pakistan, David Hale,
visited the family in Karachi to offer condolences, the
US embassy said in a statement. — Agencies 
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BEIRUT: Evacuations of Islamic State
group fighters from their final stronghold
in Syria’s capital ended yesterday, bring-
ing President Bashar Al-Assad closer to
a major milestone in the seven-year war.
With a blend of military pressure and
negotiated withdrawals, Assad has
flushed rebels out of key territory around
Damascus in recent months, leaving a
last pocket of IS fighters in the capital’s
south. His troops and allied Palestinian
militiamen have fought since April 19 to
recapture the area covering the
Palestinian camp of Yarmouk and the
adjacent districts of Qadam, Tadamun
and Hajar al-Aswad.

A ceasefire at the weekend ushered in
a brief wave of evacuations that wrapped
up at around midday yesterday, accord-
ing to the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights. “The evacuations are over, after
32 buses took 1,600 people including IS
fighters and their relatives out of south-
ern Damascus on Sunday and Monday,”
said Observatory head Rami Abdel
Rahman. He said Syrian troops then
entered IS-held parts of Yarmouk for
combing operations. Abdel Rahman said
IS sleeper cells may remain in Yarmouk,
however, and further military operations

could lie ahead before the area is
declared secure.

Under the deal, the first buses of IS
fighters and civilians left southern
Damascus early Sunday morning and a
second batch evacuated the following
night. The Britain-based monitor said
they headed towards Syria’s Badiyah, a
vast stretch of desert in the country’s
center and east where IS still controls
some territory. Once Yarmouk and adja-
cent areas are under its control, Syria’s
government will have fully secured
Damascus and its outskirts from any mil-
itary threat for the first time since 2012.
The regime has not confirmed any deal
with IS.

But in a first official comment on
evacuations, a military source said yes-
terday that a brief ceasefire had allowed
some civilians to be transferred out
overnight. The source told state news
agency SANA that women and children
were bussed out, but pledged the gov-
ernment would resume its operations at
noon (0900 GMT) yesterday. AFP’s cor-
respondent in Damascus saw black
smoke emerging from the capital’s south-
ern skyline around that time. 

The latest evacuations, according to
the Observatory, leave the government
in control of Tadamun, Qadam and
Hajar al-Aswad. But the secretive
nature of the withdrawals meant it was
not immediately clear how many IS
fighters or civilians - if any - remained
in Yarmouk, Observatory chief Rami
Abdel Rahman said. —AFP 

Army enters 
Yarmouk after 
IS evacuations 

Page 8

BEIJING: All Chinese mosques should raise
the national flag to “promote a spirit of patri-
otism” among Muslims, the country’s top
Islamic regulatory body has declared, as the
Communist Party seeks to tighten its grip on
religion. Flags should be hung in a “prominent
position” in all mosque courtyards, the China
Islamic Association said in a letter published
Saturday on its website. This would “further
strengthen the understanding of national and
civic ideals, and promote a spirit of patriotism
among Muslims of all ethnic groups”, it read. 

Mosques should also publicly display
information on the party’s “core socialist val-
ues”, and explain them to devotees via
Islamic scripture so that they will be “deeply
rooted in people’s hearts”, it said. The China
Islamic Association is a government-affiliated
body and has the sole power to accredit
imams. The letter comes on the heels of
China’s newly revised Regulations on
Religious Affairs, which came into effect in
February and prompted rights groups to
voice concern for religious freedoms.  

The new regulations intensified punish-
ments for unsanctioned religious activities
and increased state supervision of religion in
a bid to “block extremism” and tackle what
Beijing sees as internal threats. Mosque staff
should organize study of the Chinese consti-
tution and other relevant laws - particularly
the new religious regulations, the letter said.
They should also study Chinese classics and

set up courses on traditional Chinese culture,
while being sure to focus only on Muslim
sages of Chinese rather than foreign origin, it
added. 

The goal, it said, was for mosques to
become “a solid platform for the study of the
party and the country’s laws and policies” in
addition to houses of worship, and thereby
develop among Muslims “an understanding
of a common Chinese identity” with the
majority Han. Islam is one of the five religions
officially recognized by the atheist
Communist party. The country is home to
some 23 million Muslims.

But restrictions on them are intensifying,
particularly in the northwestern province of
Xinjiang which is home to the mostly Muslim
Uighur minority, where there are bans on
beards and public prayers. Tens of thousands
of Uighurs have been sent to shadowy deten-
tion and re-education centers for perceived
offences and can be held indefinitely without
due process. Authorities say the restrictions
and heavy police presence in Xinjiang are
intended to control the spread of Islamic
extremism and separatist movements, but
analysts say the region is becoming an open-
air prison. — AFP 
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KASHGAR: This file picture taken on June 26, 2017 shows police patrolling as
Muslims leave the Id Kah Mosque after the morning prayer on Eid Al-Fitr in the old
town of this city in China’s Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region. — AFP 


