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Iran grappling 
with sanctions 
TEHRAN: A year after the US withdrew
from a landmark nuclear accord, Iran’s
economy is suffering under renewed
sanctions - but Tehran is sticking to the
pact even while warning its patience
“has limits”. The Islamic republic’s econ-
omy is expected to shrink by a whop-
ping six percent this year, on top of a
near four percent contraction last year,
according to the International Monetary
Fund. But the downturn may yet be even
more brutal, because the IMF’s predic-
tion came before the US sunk a vital
trade lifeline a few days ago.

On April 22 the United States
announced it was terminating a sanc-
tions waiver that had allowed eight
countries to continue buying Iranian oil.
“The economic situation in Iran is bad -
and is getting worse,” warned Henry
Rose, an analyst for Eurasia Group, an
American consultancy, in a recent
research note. The current crisis appears
in some ways worse than a 2012-13
recession, when pre-deal multilateral
sanctions against Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gram and its ballistic missile projects
were biting hardest.

The July 2015 nuclear agreement
reached in Vienna between Iran and the

so-called P5+1 — the five permanent
UN Security Council members and
Germany - had seen Iran emerge from
the cold to tentatively rejoin the com-
munity of nations. The accord,
approved by the Security Council, par-
tially lifted the international sanctions
on Tehran, bringing what many saw as
the prospect of a sustained economic
recovery. In exchange, the Islamic
republic agreed drastic curbs on its
nuclear programme and pledged never
to develop an atomic weapon.

Rampant inflation 
But decreeing that the pact failed to

sufficiently temper what he calls Iran’s
nuclear ambitions, US President Donald
Trump on May 8 last year unilaterally
withdrew from the deal - and warned he
would re-impose sanctions suspended
by the Vienna accord. Those sanctions
began to kick in from August 2018. The
United States says it is leading a cam-
paign of “maximum pressure” against
Tehran in order to negotiate a better
deal. It appeared to up the ante on
Sunday, saying it would send an aircraft
carrier strike group and bomber task
force to the Middle East in a “clear and
unmistakable” message to Iran.

But a year after Trump’s move, there is
not even “the beginning of the beginning”
of an answer as to what would constitute
a better deal, according to a European
diplomat who did not want to be named.

This diplomat contended that
Washington is instead hoping to push
Tehran into violating its nuclear commit-
ment. “Then (they can) say to the world
‘Iran is a threat’,” he reasoned. “It’s rather
a cynical plan and an irresponsible plan.”

Since Trump pulled out of the nuclear
accord, Iran’s rial has lost more than 57
percent of its value against the dollar on
the black market. That has helped spur
inflation to 51 percent year-on-year - up
from a manageable eight percent a year

ago, according to official figures. The
true pace of price growth is likely con-
siderably higher. Wages have failed to
keep pace with rising prices, hitting
workers in the pocket. There has been a
particularly severe impact on the afford-
ability of food. “We have raised our
prices by 70 percent” since the start of
the last Iranian year (March 21, 2018),
said a food industry source. “And we will
probably have to increase by a further
20 percent by July,” he added. —AFP

BANDAR ABBAS, Iran: Visitors take a selfie on Hormuz Island in the Strait of
Hormuz off this Iranian port city on April 29, 2019. —AFP

Gaza laments
deadly start 
to Ramadan 
GAZA:  Af ter  two s leep less  days  and
nights of Israeli shelling and Palestinian
rocket f ire, Gazans yesterday faced a
first day of Ramadan overshadowed by
funera ls  and the gr im task of  pul l ing
bodies from collapsed buildings. As dawn
brought a ceasefire of uncertain dura-
tion, few Palestinians in the impoverished
coastal  enclave were focusing on the
sundown feast that is traditionally the
highlight of the day during the Muslim
holy month.

At Gaza City’s largest hospital, Shifa,
relatives of the 21 Palestinians killed on
Sunday - including 12 civilians - arrived
to collect bodies for burial and prayers.
Outside, workers set about rebuilding

power and phone lines devastated by the
Israeli bombardment, which also razed
entire tower blocks, leaving rubble strewn
across the ground. Other government
employees lined up at banks to draw out
money they had been unable to collect
during the hostilities.

The Israeli military said its tanks and
warplanes had hit 350 Hamas and Islamic
Jihad targets in Gaza, including a cross-
border tunnel, militant training camps and
places used to store weapons. An Israeli
military spokesman said the Palestinian
militant groups Hamas and Islamic Jihad
had f i red around 690 rockets  toward
Israel, killing four Israeli civilians. Calling
the barrage “reckless and coordinated”,
the military said 240 of the rockets had
been intercepted by Israel’s air defences.
In the Sheikh Zayed neighbourhood of
northern Gaza, residents were in shock a
day after an Israeli air strike killed six
people. The four apartments wrecked in
the five-storey building were among 600
housing units left destroyed or damaged,

according to the Ministry of Housing. “I
have never seen in my life more horrifying
images than I saw yesterday. I saw dis-

membered bodies, burnt up bodies,” said
60-year-old Ziyad Hammash, who lives in
the building across the street. —Reuters

Jordan loses ICC 
appeal over 
Bashir non-arrest 
THE HAGUE: International appeals judges yester-
day upheld a reprimand of Jordan for failing to
arrest former Sudanese president Omar al-Bashir
during a visit to the Arab country two years ago.
Amman had appealed a decision by the
International Criminal Court which found that
Jordan “failed to comply with its obligations” when
it refused to detain Bashir in 2017 when he was
wanted by the Hague-based tribunal to face
charges of genocide, war crimes and crimes against
humanity.

But the ICC’s appeal judges eased the blow by
reversing a pre-trial chamber judges’ decision to
refer Jordan to the UN Security Council and the
court’s Assembly of States Parties (ASP) for further
measures. Despite two international warrants for
his arrest on 10 charges arising from the conflict in
Darfur, Bashir freely attended an Arab League
summit in Amman in March 2017. “By failing to
arrest and surrender Mr. Bashir, in circumstances in
which Mr Bashir was entitled to no immunity,
Jordan prevented the court from exercising an
important power and a fundamental function,”
Judge Chile Eboe-Osuji said.

Jordan is a member of the Rome Statute, which
underpins the tribunal - established in 2002 to try the
world’s worst atrocities - and as such has agreed to
comply with the court’s orders. In a first for the court,
Amman last year appealed the ICC’s findings that
Jordan had failed to fulfill its legal obligations to seize
Bashir, saying it was not obliged to do so. Jordan’s
lawyers argued that Bashir at the time of his visit was
a sitting head of state “and therefore immune to
arrest,” based on the international legal principle of
comity between states. —AFP

QAMISHLI, Syria: When Eyub Mohamad was a boy,
security forces beat his father into paralysis. His offence
was typing leaflets in Kurdish, banned under Syria’s
ruling Baath party. Mohamad, with his family, fed and
bathed his father for years. Wary of the typewriter that
landed his father in interrogation rooms, he avoided
learning to read his own language. “I never saw my dad
walking,” he said. “Till his last day, he believed he would
get up for this cause.”

Mohamad’s father died in 2011, the year Syria’s con-
flict began. He did not see Kurdish fighters carve out
autonomous rule across north and east Syria. He did
not see his son, now 34, become a teacher at a Kurdish
school in the city of Qamishli on the border with
Turkey. Kurdish leaders now hold about a quarter of
Syria, the biggest chunk outside state hands. But their
grip on power - in a region rich in oil, farmland and
water - remains vulnerable: President Bashar Al-Assad
wants all of Syria, Turkey threatens to crush them and
US support is wavering.

The changes reshaping swathes of Syria have
alarmed neighboring states that fear separatism within
their own Kurdish communities. Millions of Kurds, an
ethnic minority left stateless when the Ottoman empire
collapsed a century ago, live in Turkey, Iran, Syria and
Iraq. In Qamishli, these changes were once unimagin-
able. A law student who was tortured for carrying a
Kurdish book now owns a bookstore. A woman who
once secretly huddled with friends at night to learn
Kurdish is now a de facto education minister.

Kurdish activists who could not protest without risk-
ing arrest now have printing presses, festivals and tele-
vision channels. The shift is glaring in school hallways
where, for eight years, a generation has grown up not
only learning Kurdish but also learning to believe that
Kurds deserve the rights they were denied for decades
and must hold on to them. “We never imagined this.

This was a dream,” said Semira Haj Ali, who co-chairs
the education board in the northeast. “Of course, we
will not go back to before 2011. We will not turn back.”

Sandbags and trenches
Syrian Kurdish leaders say they do not seek inde-

pendence but want to cement autonomy that has
evolved to include security forces and what amounts to
a government. Yet the sandbags and trenches around
some schools or the armed men guarding printing
presses show their fate still hangs in the balance. On
one side, there is the Turkish army, which has swept
across the border twice to roll back the Kurdish YPG
militia in northern Syria.

On another, there is Assad, now holding most of
Syria with Russia and Iran’s help. Damascus has
pledged to reclaim YPG territory though the two have
kept channels open. Their main ally, the United States,
helped Kurdish-led forces seize vast territory from
Islamic State. But it opposes their autonomy plans and
has promised nothing. President Donald Trump’s plan
last year to withdraw all US troops from Syria threw
Kurdish officials into crisis. Washington later changed
course, and intends to leave some troops, along with
forces from European allies, preserving for now the
security umbrella that helped Kurdish leaders deepen
their autonomy.

Mother tongue
In the early days of Syria’s conflict, when Haj Ali and

other activists tried introducing a Kurdish class, the
government shut down the schools. “With the parents
and the students, we broke down the doors,” she said.
Months later, state employees returned. Today, she
heads an education board running thousands of schools
and universities, and teaching adults to read Kurdish. It
has built a curriculum in Kurdish, Arabic and the Syriac

dialect for pupils to learn in their mother tongue,
renouncing the Baathist thinking that championed Arab
nationalism in the classroom.

It teaches children until the 10th grade, up to age 16.
In secondary schools however, inside the same build-
ings, state teachers still handle the 11th and 12th grade.
“They succumbed to the reality,” said Haj Ali, a member
of the Kurdish PYD party, the YPG’s political wing.
Next year, her board will start teaching the 11th grade
too. The plans face opposition not just from the govern-
ment but also from some Arab communities, Kurdish
parties opposed to the PYD and parents who fear for
their children’s future, several teachers said.

The schools in northeast Syria, like the self-run
administration, are not recognised officially by the state
or the outside world. In response to questions from
Reuters, Syria’s education ministry said it repeatedly
tells all schools to keep the government curriculum for
the benefit of the students and for degrees to remain
valid abroad. Some feel they have sacrificed too much
to turn back now. Pre-school director Nujin Kali said
her husband, a YPG fighter, had died so she could do
her job. “Honestly, I asked him what if something hap-
pens to you?” she recalled. “He said, ‘I’m doing this for
your children’s future...for them to learn their language,
for people not to lose their rights’.”

Burning books
Despite historic enmity, Kurdish fighters and

Damascus have seldom clashed during Syria’s war, at
times fighting common enemies including Turkey-
backed rebels. This relationship enabled the state to
hold onto patches of Qamishli, including an airport
that flies planes to Damascus, and of Hasaka city
nearby. It has also allowed for Kurdish leaders to
make money from oil sold into government territory.
Funds also come from levies on trade, agriculture

and border-crossing fees.
Residents register births, marriages and deaths at

state centers in Qamishli and Hasaka, while the self-run
administration issues driving licenses and other docu-
ments. Senior Kurdish leader Fawza Youssef said such
ties enabled people to get on with their daily lives. Still,
attempts to negotiate a political deal with Damascus
have gone nowhere, causing fears for Kurdish authori-
ties who want to safeguard their gains.

They hope such a deal would also help shield their
region from attack by Turkey, which deems the YPG a
branch of the Kurdish PKK movement waging an insur-
gency on Turkish soil. In northern Syria, another source
of tension is that local critics accuse the PYD of calling
the shots and imposing its ideas even in city councils
that include Arabs and other ethnicities. At the institute
that sets the curriculum in the town of Amuda, the walls
bear pictures of jailed PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan.
The northern region’s new governing system is based
on his views of federalism, though the PYD says it has
only political relations with the PKK.

Teachers say the curriculum does not promote any
ideology, but presents Ocalan’s ideas along with others
in classes such as “culture and ethics” or gender stud-
ies. The questions of how to govern and what to teach
have caused friction in mainly Arab cities and towns in
Raqqa and Deir al-Zor that came into the Kurdish fold
more recently. Abdallah Shekho’s shop in Qamishli sells
books he translated with friends into Kurdish. He said
the northeast, whose economy was long stifled, still
relies on Damascus in some ways because it lacks
equipment and experts. In the past, people burnt
Kurdish books out of fear or buried them in their vil-
lages to keep them safe, Shekho said. “(In) this region,
God forbid, if there is an attack from the regime or
another side, we will have to burn these books or bury
them underground again.” —Reuters

Neighboring states watch events in Syria closely

No turning back: Syrian Kurds 
reshaping region with schools

A Ramadan 
‘full of mortar 
shells’ in Yemen 
KHOKHA, Yemen: Mohammad Abkar
thought he would be home by the time
Ramadan rolled around, but the Yemeni
father of three will spend the Muslim
holy month in a camp - displaced. The
fasting month begins on Monday amid a
war that has triggered what the UN
calls the world’s worst humanitarian cri-
sis pushing millions to the brink of
famine. Abkar and his family were driven

out of their village of Al-Munther in
June last year when government forces
backed by a Saudi-led coalition
launched a fierce campaign against
Huthi rebels in the nearby Red Sea city
of Hodeida.

Hundreds of families were forced to
flee the port city and its surrounds.
“We have been here for about a year. A
whole year, and we’re still displaced,”
Abkar tearfully told AFP from a camp
in government-control led Khokha,
about 130 km south of Hodeida. “We
will remain patient, and the rest is in
God’s hands.” The warring parties
agreed to a truce deal on Hodeida in
Sweden in December giving people a
glimmer of hope, but one that is quickly

fading as fighting continues.
Most families have been unable to

return to their homes over fears they
could be caught in the crossfire. Abkar
is no exception. He left his home with
nothing but the clothes on his back and
the crutches he desperately needs to
walk. Abkar and his wife have three
children - all of them are disabled. They
are living through extremely difficult
circumstances in a makeshift  tent
pitched on sand.

Fasting from dawn until dusk during
Ramadan will be no easy feat as summer
temperatures soar. “Back at home, we
used to get all sorts of food during
Ramadan, such as soup and yogurt, but
this year we are displaced,” said Abkar.

“I am disabled, and my children are dis-
abled, and that it is why we cannot
work.” Abkar, although grateful for the
food aid he receives every month, said
he had one message to the world: “Look
at us. Look at me and my family.”

The Houthis have been fighting gov-
ernment forces since 2014, but the war
escalated a year later when the Saudi-
led coalition intervened against the
Iran-aligned rebels. The conflict has
killed tens of thousands people, many of
them civilians, relief agencies say. The
war has left 3.3 million people displaced
and 24.1 million - more than two-thirds
of the population - in need of aid in a
country that has long been the Arab
world’s most impoverished. —AFP

GAZA: A relative holds the shrouded body of Maria Al-Gazali, a four-month-old
Palestinian baby, during her funeral in Gaza City yesterday.  —AFP

Haftar urges 
troops to ‘wipe 
out’ opposition 
TRIPOLI: Libyan strongman Khalifa Haftar, who
launched an offensive against Tripoli last month, has
urged his troops to teach unity government forces an
“even harder lesson”, as the Islamic fasting month of
Ramadan begins. Haftar’s self-styled Libyan National
Army (LNA) launched an assault on April 4 aimed at
ousting the internationally recognized government from
the capital. That set off another deadly escalation in a
country mired in violence since the fall of dictator
Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. 

In a message late Sunday, Haftar urged his troops to
“uproot” opposing forces from “our beloved country”.
“Officers and soldiers of our armed forces and affiliates, I
greet you during these glorious days and call on you to
inflict on the enemy, with your force and determination,
an even harder and bigger lesson than before”, Haftar
wrote in a message read out by LNA spokesman General
Ahmad al-Mesmari.

Forces backing the Government of National Accord
(GNA) recently launched a counter-offensive against the
LNA, leading to a stalemate on the southern outskirts of
the capital. Haftar’s message also vowed that “in the event
of a retreat by the enemy, troops should pursue it with
speed and force, prevent it from fleeing and wipe it out”
with support from LNA air forces. —AFP


