
BAGHDAD: Four protesters were killed by tear
gas canisters in Baghdad yesterday as security
forces try to snuff out the largest grassroots
movement to sweep Iraq in years. Iraq’s politi-
cal elite has come under renewed pressure in
recent days from both the street and the inter-
national community to seriously address calls
for sweeping reform.

There has been mounting international crit-
icism of the authorities’ response to the
protests, which have left more than 330 dead
since October 1. Early yesterday, four protest-
ers were killed by tear gas canisters near the
main Baghdad protest camp in Tahrir (Libera-
tion) Square, medical sources told AFP. Skir-
mishes broke out between security forces and
protesters, with clusters of young men wearing
surgical masks and construction helmets toss-
ing tear gas canisters back at riot police sta-
tioned behind concrete blast walls. 

The protesters have occupied the square for
three weeks, braving live rounds, stun grenades
and even machine gun fire. Security forces have
relied heavily on tear gas to confine protesters
to Tahrir, but human rights groups have ac-
cused them of improperly firing the canisters
directly into crowds at point-blank range,
piercing protesters’ skulls and chests. “Didn’t
the marjaiyah (the Shiite religious leadership)
say forces shouldn’t use live fire? Doesn’t this

count as live fire?” one protester yelled angrily.
Just beside him, a demonstrator was carried
away after collapsing on the ground overcome
by the potent tear gas.

Shutdown spreads 
Yesterday’s deaths marked a resurgence of

bloodshed after a few days of relatively peaceful
protests in the capital. The crowds in Tahrir have
swelled with students and striking teachers in re-
cent days. In the southern hotspots of Di-
waniyah, Nasiriyah, Hilla and Kut, schools and
most government offices were closed on Thurs-
day. Yesterday, the Old City of Najaf — one of
Shiite Islam’s holiest sites — joined in with a
general strike. “We’re ready to take a loss for a
day, or a month, or even 20 months. We’ve been
losing for 16 years,” said one merchant.

He was referring to the time passed since a
US-led invasion toppled longtime dictator Sad-
dam Hussein ushering in a sectarian power-
sharing system demonstrators says is corrupt
and must be replaced. Iraq is OPEC’s second-
largest producer but still lacks public services
like reliable mains electricity or drinking water.
“We have one message: we don’t want this gov-
ernment.” said Ali, a demonstrator in Tahrir. To
address protesters’ demands, the United Na-
tions mission in Iraq (UNAMI) has proposed a
phased program of reforms. It calls for an im-

mediate end to violence, electoral reform and
anti-corruption measures within two weeks and
constitutional amendments and infrastructure
laws within three months.

Medics ‘fear for lives’ 
UNAMI chief Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert has

secured the support of Shiite spiritual leader
Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani and discussed the re-
form roadmap with members of parliament on
Wednesday. MPs have received a draft electoral
reform bill but have yet to discuss it, and are
planning to interrogate two ministers as part of
a planned cabinet reshuffle. — AFP 
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Egypt under fire over 
‘shrinking’ freedoms 
during UN rights review
GENEVA: Egypt faced strong criticism at a UN review
of its rights record Wednesday, with diplomats voicing
alarm over detention conditions and shrinking freedoms
in the country recently rocked by mass protests. Speak-
ing before the United Nations in Geneva, Egyptian Min-
ister for Parliamentary Affairs Omar Marwan insisted that
Egypt was making great efforts to improve respect for
human rights.

But during the so-called Universal Periodic Review —
which all 193 UN countries must undergo approximately
every four years — representatives of a wide range of
countries voiced concern over serious abuses. Many
voiced alarm at allegations of torture, extrajudicial killings,
and enforced disappearances, as well as concerns over
mass trials, dire conditions in detention, discrimination
against women and use of the death penalty.

But shrinking space for civil society in the country
seemed to be a particular concern, after some 4,000 peo-
ple, including lawyers, activists, professors and journalists,
were detained in a wave of arrests following rare protests
against Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi in Septem-
ber. Sisi has faced international condemnation for a crack-
down on civil society groups since he took power in 2014,
a year after the military toppled Islamist president Mo-
hamed Morsi. “We remain particularly concerned by re-
strictions on human rights defenders and political activists,
including arrests, travel bans and asset freezes,” British
Ambassador Julien Braithwaite told the assembly.

‘Brutal’ conditions 
Swedish Ambassador Veronika Bard agreed, urging

Egypt to “stop unduly restricting space for civil society, in-
cluding through asset freezes, travel bans, long periods of
pre-trial detention and growing numbers of arrests.” But
Marwan flatly denied the country was restricting free
speech and assembly. In interview with AFP after the re-
view, he maintained that “there is a right to demonstrate...
(and) everyone has the right to express their opinions.”

“But they are not allowed to vandalize or commit vio-
lence or incite to hatred,” he said, speaking through a
translator. A number of diplomats also voiced concern
Wednesday over conditions in detention in Egypt, amid ac-
cusations by rights groups of torture, overcrowding and
medical negligence in jails.

Egypt on Monday opened up Tora prison in Cairo for a
media tour following a UN report on the “brutal” condi-
tions in which Morsi was held in prison before his death. A
group of independent rights experts said the death of the
ousted Islamist president, who was held in Tora for five
years, could amount to a “state-sanctioned arbitrary
killing”. Morsi’s fate was also raised by several countries,
with the Turkish representative urging Egypt to “ensure
that a prompt, impartial, thorough and transparent inves-
tigation is carried out by an independent body to clarify
the cause of death.”

Duty to speak up 
Marwan meanwhile complained to AFP that the UN ex-

perts had not waited for “correct information” from Egypt-
ian authorities before publishing their statement, and
stressed that Morsi’s death was under investigation. UN
Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary
executions Agnes Callamard however told AFP she had
closely followed procedures, and that it was her duty to
speak up since other prisoners risked succumbing to the
dire prison conditions. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Young Iraqis use a giant slingshot as they gather in the capital Baghdad’s Khallani square
during ongoing anti-government demonstrations. — AFP 

Deaths marked a resurgence of bloodshed 

Tear gas kills Iraq protesters 
as authorities feel the heat

Russia bolsters new Syria
base on Turkish border
MOSCOW: Russia has begun moving helicopters and other equipment
to a new Syrian base on the Turkish border, state TV reported yesterday,
weeks after US forces left the area. Two Mi-35 attack helicopters and a
transport helicopter were moved from the Hmeimim base on the Mediter-
ranean to Qamishli airport in northeastern Syria, reported Zvezda tele-
vision, which is run by the defense ministry.

Earlier reports suggested Russia had been negotiating a long-term
lease of Qamishli airport, which is about 500 kilometers to the north-
east of Hmeimim. The civilian airport outside Kurdish-controlled Qamishli
has been under the control of Syrian regime throughout the conflict. Rus-
sia also sent on-ground support, fuel and a meteorological service to
Qamishli and has 10 vehicles on the ground to “ensure continuous flights,
safety of the helicopters and the defence of this territory”, air force of-
ficial Timur Khodzhayev told the channel.

“The main goal is to ensure calm,” he said. The new base is protected
by Russia’s Pantsir missile system and the landing area is encircled by
military police, according to the channel. Russia’s military is expanding
into northeastern Syria following the withdrawal of US forces ordered
by President Donald Trump last month, which triggered a Turkish inva-
sion into the Kurdish-populated territory. The Turks and Russians have
since agreed to launch joint patrols in the area to ensure Kurdish forces
withdraw from the zone near the Turkish border, which includes Qamishli.

The US previously backed the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) in their fight against the Islamic State group. Earlier this month
the US military met Kurdish officials outside Qamishli, and a source who
took part in one of the meetings told AFP that US forces wanted to return
to the area. AFP correspondents also saw a US convoy in a village east
of Qamishli on Wednesday. — AFP 


