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Fears as Russian MPs 
back foreign agent tag 
for bloggers, journalists
MOSCOW: Rights activists warned yesterday of
greater curbs on media and online freedom in Russia
as MPs backed a controversial bill that could lead
bloggers and independent journalists to be labeled
“foreign agents”. Lawmakers want to broaden exist-
ing legislation that forces foreign-funded media and
NGOs to describe themselves as “foreign agents,” by
including individuals

The lower house of parliament, the State Duma,
approved the amendments without any debate in the
crucial second reading yesterday afternoon. The
final reading will be Thursday, after which the bill
must go through the upper house and then signed
off by President Vladimir Putin. Foreign agents,
defined as involved in politics and receiving money
from abroad, must register with the justice ministry,
label publications with the tag and submit detailed
paperwork or face fines.

Critics say extending the law to individuals would
affect bloggers and even ordinary social media users,
although some ruling party lawmakers denied this.
Amnesty International in a joint statement with other
rights groups, including Journalists Without Borders,
decried the move as “a further step to restrict free
and independent media” and “a strong tool to silence
opposition voices”. Authors say the bill is intended to
“perfect” existing legislation on “foreign agents” that
already covers NGOs and media organizations.

Russia says it wants the law as a tit-for-tat mecha-
nism if its journalists are defined as foreign agents in
the West. “This wraps up the creation of a series of
reciprocal measures... in case there are restrictions on
Russian media’s work or people working for them
abroad,” Leonid Levin, the head of the Duma’s infor-
mation policy department, told parliament.

‘Primarily affect bloggers’ 
The politician acknowledged “concerns” that the

bill may affect bloggers and social media users, but
insisted it would not be applied lightly. “I stress the
text says ‘can receive’ (the status) but that doesn’t
mean they necessarily get it,” Levin said. It will be
necessary to prove a journalist or blogger collaborat-
ed with foreign media or a foreign agent and
received compensation for it, he added. Yet the RBK
independent news site warned the law will “primarily
affect bloggers.” 

“You don’t need to be a journalist, it’s enough just
to write something on social media,” wrote political
observer Anton Orekh. Rights activist Alexander
Verkhovsky, who sits on Putin’s human rights coun-
cil, warned the law could affect anyone who posts
online and receives money from abroad, even for
unrelated reasons. But President Vladimir Putin’s
spokesman Dmitry Peskov dismissed such concerns
as “horror stories”. —AFP

TEHRAN: An Iranian woman walks past an artistic mural. —AFP

GENEVA: The United Nations voiced
alarm yesterday at reports dozens may
have been killed in Iranian demonstrations,
as the Islamic republic said it will unblock
the internet only once calm has been
restored. Iran’s shock decision to impose
petrol price hikes last Friday sparked the
protests in which at least five people are
confirmed to have been killed, three of
them security personnel officials say were
stabbed to death by “rioters”.

The UN rights office said it was alarmed
by reports live ammunition was used
against protesters and had caused a “signif-
icant number of deaths across the country”.
But its spokesman Rupert Colville told
reporters in Geneva that casualty details
were hard to verify, in part because of the
internet shutdown now in its third day.
“Iranian media and a number of other
sources suggest dozens of people may have
been killed and many people injured during
protests in at least eight different provinces,
with over 1,000 protesters arrested,” he
said. “We urge the Iranian authorities and
security forces to avoid the use of force to
disperse peaceful assemblies.”

Colville also called on protesters to
demonstrate peacefully, “without resorting
to physical violence or destruction of prop-
erty”. AFP journalists saw two petrol sta-
tions in Tehran gutted by fire and damage
to infrastructure, including a police station.

They were prevented from filming as hun-
dreds of riot police guarded squares with
armored vehicles and water cannon. State
television showed footage of rallies against
“rioting” held in the northwestern city of
Tariz and Shahr-e Qods, west of Tehran.
“Protesting is the people’s right, rioting is
the work of enemies,” they chanted in
Tabriz, according to Fars news agency.

Knives and machetes 
When the demonstrations began on

Friday, drivers stopped on major thorough-
fares in Tehran to block traffic. The protests
soon turned violent and spread to more
than 40 cities and towns, with banks, petrol
stations and other public property set
ablaze and shops looted. The demonstra-
tions erupted after it was announced the
price of petrol would be raised by 50 per-
cent for the first 60 liters purchased over a
month and 200 percent for any extra fuel
after that.

Iran’s economy has been battered since
May last year when the United States uni-
laterally withdrew from a 2015 nuclear
agreement and re-imposed crippling sanc-
tions. Footage of masked young men clash-
ing with security forces has been broad-
cast on state television, which rarely shows
any signs of dissent.

In a video aired Monday night, a man
can be seen firing what appears to be an

assault rifle as others hurl stones apparent-
ly at security forces in the western city of
Andimeshk. In the latest bloodshed,
assailants wielding knives and machetes
ambushed and killed three security per-
sonnel west of Tehran, news agencies
reported late Monday. One was Morteza
Ebrahimi, a commander of the
Revolutionary Guards and father of a new-
born child, according to Fars.

The others were Majid Sheikhi, 22, and
Mostafa Rezaie, 33. Both served in the Basij
militia, a volunteer force loyal to the estab-
lishment. It is the worst violence since at least
25 lives were lost in protests over economic
hardship that started in Iran’s second city
Mashhad in December 2017 before spread-
ing to other urban centers. In response to the
latest violence, the authorities say they have
arrested hundreds of people.

Internet ‘abuse’ 
Iran said yesterday the internet will only

be unblocked when authorities are sure it
will not be misused. “The internet will come
back gradually in some provinces where
there are assurances the internet will not
be abused,” government spokesman Ali
Rabiei said. The outage has stemmed the
flow of videos shared on social media of
protests or associated acts of violence.
Netblocks, a website that monitors global
net shutdowns, said internet connectivity in

Iran was at four percent on Tuesday com-
pared with normal levels.

“Sixty-five hours after #Iran imple-
mented a near-total internet shutdown,
some of the last remaining networks are
now being cut,” it tweeted. Iran announced
the decision to impose petrol price hikes
and rationing at midnight Thursday-Friday,
saying it was aimed at helping the needy.
The plan, agreed by the president, parlia-
ment speaker and judiciary chief, comes at
a sensitive time ahead of February parlia-
mentary elections.

It has received the public support of
Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei. President Hassan Rouhani has
defended the price hike, saying the pro-
ceeds will go to 60 million Iranians. The US
has condemned Iran for using “lethal
force”. Iran hit back, slamming Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo after he tweeted “the
United States is with you” in response to
the demonstrations. Iran’s judiciary
spokesman, Gholamhossein Esmaili,
warned the authorities would deal firmly
with those who endanger security and car-
ry out arson attacks. He also called on citi-
zens to inform on “seditionists” who have
committed acts of violence. Officials say
some of those arrested have confessed to
being trained inside and outside Iran and
having “received money” to set fire to pub-
lic buildings. —AFP

US has condemned Iran for using ‘lethal force’

Ex-PM Sharif
flown by air
ambulance 
to London
LAHORE: Pakistan’s ailing ex-prime min-
ister Nawaz Sharif left by air ambulance
yesterday for London, where he is due to
receive medical treatment after battling
the government for permission to travel,
his doctor and close aides said. Sharif,
69, is suffering from an autoimmune
blood disorder, has high blood pressure,
and his kidney functions are deteriorat-
ing, according to aides. His doctor has
said he is “fighting for his life”.

He had been in prison serving a sen-
tence for corruption, but was bailed last
month to receive treatment. Since then
his party and family have been fighting
to get his name removed from a travel
stop list to allow him to go overseas for
treatment. The government of Sharif’s
rival Imran Khan had said it would not
stand in the way, but last week demand-
ed he pay a bond of seven bil l ion
Pakistani rupees ($45 million) as a con-

dition of his travel — which Sharif ’s
party, the Pakistan Muslim League-
Nawaz (PML-N), immediately rejected.

After days of political deadlock the
condition was finally lifted and Sharif
was flown to London via Doha on a
Qatar Airways air ambulance. Party
workers showered rose petals on his
car as it left his house on the outskirts
of the eastern city of Lahore. Senior
PML-N member Pervaiz Rasheed con-
firmed to reporters that Sharif was en
route to London.

Sharif ’s aides have said the unex-
plained cause and uncertain diagnosis of
his illness require advanced investigations
and specialized care. The courts have
granted him four weeks to receive treat-
ment, though that can be extended pend-
ing medical advice. Known as the “Lion of
Punjab”, Sharif is a political survivor who
has repeatedly roared back to the coun-
try’s top office. He served three terms —
but did not complete a single one.

His first, beginning in 1990, ended in
1993 when he was sacked for corruption.
The second lasted from 1997 to 1999,
when he was deposed by the powerful
military. Sharif blamed the security
establishment for again targeting him in
2017 when the Supreme Court disquali-
fied him from politics for life over graft
allegations, which he denies. —AFP

LAHORE: A supporter of Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz (PML-N) holds a cut out picture of
the ailing former Pakistani prime minister Nawaz Sharif outside his residence before he trav-
elled to Lahore airport prior to his departure abroad for medical treatment. —AFP


