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Iranian videos hit 
Internet, revealing 
scope of crackdown 

Videos showing harrowing scenes of bleeding pro-
testers, burning roadblocks and snipers on
rooftops have emerged after Iran lifted a near-

total Internet blackout, opening a window onto what ana-
lysts say was one of Tehran’s bloodiest crackdowns. This
repression “was harsher” than during previous protests in
Iran, Kamran Matin, senior lecturer in International
Relations at Sussex University in Britain, told AFP in
Nicosia. “All the videos I have seen from before the
Internet was shut down show that from the moment of the
gathering of people to ‘shoot to kill’ was very short.”

The protests that broke out across the country from
November 15 were ignited by a price hike on fuel - a
heavily subsidized commodity in one of OPEC’s largest
producers - as part of an effort to ease pressure on the
sanctions-hit economy. But global insight into the
protests and most Iranians’ access to those outside the
country was quickly cut off when authorities clamped
down on internet access, according to NetBlocks,
which monitors internet disruptions.

Shaky footage 
As the Internet was gradually restored a week later

- with supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei saying a
“very dangerous” plot had been foiled - a picture of
events began to emerge piecemeal. Many videos from
some of the estimated 100 areas where demonstrations
erupted appear to show security forces firing at close
range at unarmed demonstrators or beating them with
batons. Shaky footage shows bloodied people prone
on the street, shouts and panicked screaming as others
rush to their aid.

Crowds can be heard chanting slogans against the
security apparatus and the ruling elite, venting frustra-
tions over high inflation and unemployment. Iran “has
never felt so hopeless and sad”, said one Iranian living
abroad who was in the country during the unrest, ask-
ing not to be named. Shops, banks, petrol stations and
police cars were torched, while major traffic arteries
were blocked with tipped dumpsters and burning tyres.

In one video from an eastern Tehran neighborhood
verified by London-based rights group Amnesty
International, a cluster of security forces rush out from
behind a building, firing at demonstrators in the street.
Another shows several gunmen in dark uniforms
repeatedly firing at people from the roof of a govern-
ment building in Javanrud, west of Tehran in
Kermanshah Province. Ethnically Kurdish western
areas and majority ethnically Arab Khuzestan province
were initial sites of unrest, Matin said. 

‘So many what-ifs’ 
Amnesty researcher Raha Bahreini said in a New

York Times Op-Ed on Monday that authorities have
used excessive force in the past against peaceful pro-
testers. “What we’ve seen this time though is an
unprecedented use of lethal force against unarmed
protesters”. Amnesty says 208 people are now
believed to have died, with the actual figure expected
to be much higher. Iran’s judiciary on Tuesday rejected
as “utter lies” unofficial casualty figures, saying they
were being spread by “hostile groups”.

Authorities have said five people were killed and
have announced more than 500 arrests, including
some 180 “ringleaders”, blaming the unrest on “thugs”
backed by outside enemies, including archfoes the
United States, Israel and Saudi Arabia. But even with
careful verification, building a full picture of what hap-
pened remains challenging. Nick Waters of investiga-
tive group Bellingcat told AFP it was possible old
images from previous protests were being recirculated. 

“Right now there’s a load of content coming out at
the same time, which makes it more difficult to verify
because you don’t have as good a view of the contex-
tual information,” he said. “You’re not seeing the whole
picture,” said Nazila Fathi, author of “The Lonely War:
One Woman’s Account of the Struggle for Modern
Iran”. “You’re just seeing what’s in front of the camera,
so it’s really hard to put it in numbers. How many peo-
ple are there, how they were instigated... what if they
are older videos. There are so many what-ifs.”

‘Can you hear us?’ 
According to Amnesty, “families of victims have

been threatened and warned not to speak to the
media”. Some are still doing so, such as the family of
Pooya Bakhtiari, one of those confirmed dead by the
rights organization. Videos sent to US-based activist
Masih Alinejad by the family start with a warning. In a
morgue, someone unzips the body-bag to expose
Bakhtiari’s corpse, showing where he was apparently
shot in the head.  But for many others, the fear of
reprisals is an effective deterrent. Journalist
Mohammad Mosaed was reportedly arrested after he
circumvented the blackout to tweet: “Hello Free World!
I used 42 different proxies to write this! Millions of
Iranians don’t have Internet. — AFP

Under the shade of a tree, Mohamed Omar joined
other farmers bickering over who would water their
crops first as supply from the Nile to a nearby

canal dwindled. “My plot has been thirsty for days. I need
the water to nourish the soil before it goes to others,” said
Omar, 65, whose farm is nestled in a village on the out-
skirts of Egypt’s Giza. “We are dependent on the Nile
water which is especially short during summertime,” he
added as he tended to his leafy vegetable crops of spinach
and cabbage.

Egypt has for years been suffering from a severe water
crisis that is largely blamed on population growth, and
farmers try to make the most of the short supply. But other
factors include climate change drying up the Nile, and
water pollution due to sewage discharge as well as indus-
trial and municipal waste. Mounting anxiety has gripped
the already-strained farmers as the completion of
Ethiopia’s gigantic dam on the Blue Nile, a key tributary of
the Nile, draws nearer.

Egypt views the hydro-electric barrage as an existen-
tial threat that could severely reduce its water supply. But
Ethiopia insists Egypt’s water share will not be affected. “It
will be devastation to all of us and our farmlands. How will
we be able to sustain our businesses then? If we cannot
support ourselves, how will the rest of the country find
food?” said Ahmed, a 23-year-old farmer. 

On Monday and yesterday, Egypt was hosting two-day
talks with Sudan and Ethiopia on the giant project with a
January deadline for an accord looming. “A deal has to be
reached. Otherwise Egypt will be prone to insurmount-
able social and economic risk,” said Hani Raslan, an ana-

lyst at Al-Ahram Center for Political and Strategic
Studies in Cairo. 

Water scarce 
Parched land, a fall in food production and an inability

to generate electricity from Aswan’s High Dam are a few
risks, he said. “And this could eventually translate to politi-
cal crisis and instability,” said Raslan. The Nile provides
nearly 97 percent of Egypt’s freshwater needs and its
banks are home to some 95 percent of Egypt’s 100 million
population, according to the United Nations. Even histori-
ans believe the country’s ancient civilization would not
have existed if it was not for the Nile which was wor-
shipped by the pharaohs.

The river - the world’s longest - is a lifeline supplying
both water and electricity to the 10 countries it traverses.
Its main tributaries, the White and Blue Niles, converge in
the Sudanese capital Khartoum before flowing north
through Egypt to drain into the Mediterranean Sea
“Egypt’s dependency on the Nile does not compare with
other Nile-basin countries,” said former irrigation minister
Mohamed Nasr al-Din. “We are far below water scarcity
baseline,” he said.

Hydrologists note that people are facing water scarcity
when the supply drops below 1,000 cubic metres per per-
son annually. Egyptian officials say in 2018 the individual
share reached 570 cubic metres and is expected to further
drop to 500 cubic metres by 2025. In recent years, the
government under President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has been
pushing for strict water conservation measures. Those
include installing water-saving taps at public facilities,

recycling water and restricting cultivation of water inten-
sive crops like rice.

‘US pressure’  
Egypt also signed multi-million dollar contracts with

US-based Fluence Corp to build seawater desalination
plants, according to the company. Ethiopia launched con-
struction of its dam in 2011 and expects to begin generat-
ing power by the end of 2020 and to be fully operational
by 2022. Nine years of negotiations between the three
countries have so far brought no deal. Last month, Egypt,
Sudan and Ethiopia agreed in Washington to hold a series
of meetings to resolve the main points of contention
regarding the filling and operation of the dam. 

The three-way meetings - attended by World Bank and
US observers - have set Jan 15 as a target to resolve the
longstanding issue. “The intensified schedule and the pres-
ence of observers increases the likelihood of all sides
reaching a compromise agreement on the filling and oper-
ation of GERD,” said William Davison, senior analyst at
Crisis Group.  Ethiopia says its $4 billion structure is indis-
pensable for economic development and providing elec-
tricity. And for Sudan the dam would provide electricity
and help regulate floods every rainy season. A breakdown
in talks in October pushed Egypt to urge international
mediation. Despite increased tensions, analysts have dis-
missed the possibility of armed conflict. It is “highly
unlikely as it would be enormously damaging for all sides,”
said Davison. But the possibility stands “that the US gov-
ernment applies pressure on the parties to reach an agree-
ment,” he added. — AFP

Troubled waters as Ethiopia pushes Nile dam 

Albanians beg 
for return of 
IS youngsters 

After media interest helped mobilize the evacuation
of an Albanian boy from northern Syria last month,
families of other children of Islamic State fighters

are pleading with Tirana to redouble its efforts and bring
the rest home. Alvin Berisha, an 11-year-old Albanian boy
from Italy, was rescued from a Kurdish-run prison camp
in Syria in November after a popular Italian TV show
whipped up support for his plight. The boy’s homecom-
ing has also opened a ray of hope for other families in
Albania who have been struggling for years to bring back
youth snatched by their jihadist parents. 

“I am happy for him but I am anxious for my two chil-
dren who are still there in the middle of this hell,” says
Mide Dumani, a 46-year-old mother who lives on the
outskirts of Tirana, her entire body shaking with nerves.
Her children are among around 30 Albanian youngsters
that Tirana believes are stuck in Syria. Most are in the
dusty Al-Hol encampment, a tent city home to more than
70,000 people, mostly relatives of IS militants, who were
rounded up by Kurds.

Dumani has not seen her two children since her hus-
band ferried them off to Syria in Feb 2014. He was killed
a few months later, leaving Eva and Endri, now aged 13
and 11, to fend for their own. “I am a mother. It’s been six
years, I can’t take it anymore,” Dumani says, gripping a
notebook that contains her daughter’s first English les-
son, with the words “good morning” written in a neat
script. “So many broken dreams,” she mumbles.

From time to time, she receives phone calls and mes-
sages from Eva. “Life inside the camp is very hard. We
are all in danger,” her daughter wrote in a recent
WhatsApp message. Over the past six years, Dumani’s
relatives have gone to Turkey and to Egypt in desperate
attempts to make contacts to get the children out. Their
72-year-old grandmother Mentie has also gone to Syria
twice. The first time she tried to convince her son to
come home. Then, after his death, she attempted to
retrieve the grandchildren but found herself stuck with
them in Al-Hol, where she remains today.

Mide Dumani has now pinned all of her hope on the
Albanian government, who helped Damascus and Rome
with the return of Alvin Berisha. “May they be with their
families, with their mothers, so that they can grow up like
all the others,” she pleaded.

Ethical dilemmas 
Since the fall in March of the IS “caliphate” pro-

claimed in 2014, the international community has strug-
gled with the thorny task of repatriating relatives of mili-
tants who were captured or killed in Syria and Iraq. The
huge number of people in the overcrowded Al-Hol camp
has also created a headache for the semi-autonomous
Kurdish administration. Western European countries
have been slow in returning their own citizens.

According to official figures, some 144 people from
Albania, a country with a Muslim majority, left to join IS
between 2012 and 2014, when the Balkan state passed a
law punishing participation in foreign conflicts. “For
Albania, the priority is to get the children out,” Deputy
Interior Minister Romina Kuko told AFP. But there are
many complications. “There are problems in identifying
children born locally who do not have Albanian nationali-
ty,” she said. 

The number of these children is unknown, and
according to security experts, identifying them would

require field investigations and possible DNA testing.
Authorities are also faced with the issue of mothers who
have allegedly participated in the fighting and are liable
to prosecution. “We have to ask ourselves the question:
Why did the parents leave? What is our (legal) duty
towards them?” said Kuko. With that comes the ethical
dilemma of separating mothers from children. “We must
be careful not to cause another traumatic shock to these
children,” Kuko added.

The return of young Alvin also touched a nerve with
82-year-old Dylber Shuli, an Albanian overwhelmed with
worry about his five grandchildren held in Al-Hol.
“Children are innocent, they must not pay for their par-
ents’ irresponsible behavior,” he said outside his home in
the rural southeastern Albanian village of Gurras. His 32-
year-old son Krenar left in Oct 2013 with his wife Adelina
and their three daughters Elona, Erma and Justra. A son,
Ibrahim, was born in 2016. — AFP

Residents return 
after IS losses in 
east Afghanistan 

Afghan farmer Gulnar Malik had seen her share of
hardships as war ravaged her country for decades -
but nothing prepared the mother of five for the

arrival of the Islamic State group. IS militants seized her
village in the east Afghanistan province of Nangarhar, bor-
dering Pakistan, nearly five years ago, unleashing a tide of
carnage and slaughter as they sought to expand their self-
declared Syria and Iraq “caliphate” into Afghanistan.

The IS “fighters committed a lot of atrocities”, Malik, 55,
told AFP shortly after the Afghan army dislodged the jihadists
from her home district of Achin, following weeks of house-to-
house fighting, shelling and US air strikes. “They shot dead
one of my children and injured another. My dead boy was
trying to run away when they shot him,” she recalled, adding

that her husband had been detained and tortured over a
three-week period. Malik went home last month having spent
years in the comparative safety of a nearby town, after
Afghan military officials announced that IS’s Afghan branch,
also known as IS in the Khorasan, or IS-K, had been com-
pletely defeated in Nangarhar. While some local officials are
not convinced that the loss is comprehensive, the Nangarhar
gains - if they hold - would mark a major accomplishment for
Afghanistan’s beleaguered security forces.

The exact nature of links between IS in Afghanistan and
the Middle East remains unclear, but IS-K first emerged in
the region in 2014, largely made up of disaffected fighters
from the Taliban and other jihadist groups in Afghanistan,
Pakistan and Central Asia. IS-K fighters coalesced in the
hilly district of Achin in Nangarhar in 2015, the first time
they controlled territory inside Afghanistan.

They confounded early US predictions they would be
defeated quickly, withstanding continual air strikes, as well
as battles with the rival Taleban. They replenished their
ranks using a mix of cash and extreme ideology spread
inside Kabul’s universities. An AFP correspondent recently
travelled with an Afghan army unit to a small village in Achin
and saw the destruction wrought by IS-K.  Built on a forest-

ed hillside, many stonework buildings had been reduced to
rubble, house walls were pockmarked with bullet holes and
there were mangled remains of cars on the roadside. “We
were forced to leave our homes. Now we have returned, all
our houses and all of our belongings are destroyed,” said
local resident Himatullah, 36, who only uses one name. He
recalled that when IS-K fighters first arrived, they forced
residents to sit on bombs, then detonated them.

Another day, they beheaded a man accused of infidelity.
Even though the village now is free of IS-K, it will take
time for residents to feel safe, and many are traumatized.
“Daesh have planted mines everywhere - in schools, clin-
ics, people’s homes,” Himatullah said, using the Arabic
acronym for IS. According to an American defense official,
Afghan military operations supported by US-led coalition
air strikes set the conditions that have in recent weeks
forced more than 1,400 IS fighters and their families to
surrender. Stalled talks between the US and the Taleban
were aimed at striking a deal that would have seen the
Pentagon pull thousands of troops from Afghanistan in
return for various security guarantees, while leaving a
counter-terrorism footprint in the country to go after IS-K
and other jihadist groups. — AFP

A young Egyptian fisherman pulls his net in the River Nile in Gabal Al-Tear village near Minya city, some 265 km south of the capital Cairo, on Nov 13, 2019. —AFP 

Asije Shuli, 70, holds a picture of her son Krenar in her
house in the village of Gurres near Pogradec on Oct 31,
2019. — AFP 


