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powers involved in negotiating the 2015 deal. “We
have received several proposals (to have talks with the
United States) and our answer has always been negative.” 

Tehran and Washington have been at loggerheads
since May 2018 when Trump unilaterally withdrew the
US from the nuclear deal and began reimposing crip-
pling sanctions. The arch-foes were on the cusp of con-
frontation in June when Iran downed a US drone and
Trump ordered retaliatory strikes before cancelling
them at the last minute.

Iran has riposted by scaling back its nuclear commit-
ments in response to the US withdrawal from the deal,
which gave it the promise of relief from sanctions in
return for curbs on its atomic program. It has already
increased its uranium enrichment and stockpiles, and
Rouhani said yesterday a “third step will be enacted in
the coming days” unless the remaining parties to the
deal honor their own commitments. 

“If by Thursday these negotiations yield no results,
we will announce the third step of the reduction of our
commitments,” he said. On Friday, the International
Atomic Energy Agency said just over 10 percent of
Iran’s uranium stockpile was enriched to 4.5 percent,
above the 3.67 percent limit stipulated in the 2015 deal.

The UN watchdog said Iran’s total stockpile of ura-
nium, which under the accord should be no more than
the equivalent of 300 kilograms of uranium hexafluo-
ride, stood at roughly 360 kilograms. But Rouhani
stressed the Iranian countermeasures were reversible.
“Our steps have been taken in such a way that it
doesn’t take much time to get back to the starting
point,” he said. Rouhani voiced regret over the failure
of European governments to fulfill pledges they made
during negotiations.

“Unfortunately after the US betrayal... the Europeans
haven’t acted on their commitments or couldn’t... in
some cases they could have acted but did not,” he said.
“What we are asking of the other countries is that they
continue to buy our oil. “We can continue negotiations
even after the third step,” he added. Rouhani has had a
series of phone calls with Macron in recent weeks
aimed at salvaging the nuclear deal. The French presi-
dent has been trying to convince the United States to
offer Iran some sort of relief from sanctions it has
imposed on the Islamic republic since pulling out of the
agreement.

A conservative Iranian lawmaker said Macron had
proposed offering Iran a $15-billion credit line on con-
dition it returns to the fold. “Macron has proposed Iran
stop its third step for now in exchange for this sum, and
maybe retreat from its first and second steps to the ini-
tial situation,” said Ali Motahari, quoted late Sunday by
Iran’s Tasnim news agency. The 2015 deal was brokered
between Iran and the so-called 5+1 - UN Security
Council permanent members Britain, China, France,
Russia and the United States plus Germany. — AFP 

Iran rules out 
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The loss pushed him to join Halo Trust, a non-profit group
clearing unexploded ordnance in Baiji since June as part of
the United Nations’ Mine Action Service (UNMAS).

In temperatures reaching 50 degrees Celsius (122
Fahrenheit), Halo Trust mine searchers scanned a field near
Baiji for an IS speciality: plastic jerrycans packed with
explosives and rigged to pressure plates. The bombs
appeared to have been planted in long rows parallel to a
main thoroughfare to defend against incoming Iraqi troops.
Mine searchers used excavators to map out the bombs, then
mechanically defused them so Iraqi troops could take the
components away.

“When we talk as friends, it’s clear no one hasn’t seen
injustice and explosions with his own eyes. This is why we’re
doing this job,” said Lahib. In Baiji alone, 340 explosive haz-
ards were removed since UNMAS operations began, with
up to 25 IEDs uncovered daily. UNMAS says the scope and
complexity of IED contamination in IS-controlled areas is
“unprecedented”, with tripwires painted to blend in with
surroundings and even Iraqi currency turned into bombs.

The fear of undiscovered threats has kept around 100
families away from the area, said Abu Mohammad, another
local official. “People want to come back, live in their homes
and get on with normal lives, but when they see that this guy

got blown up or that guy was killed, they stay away,” he said.
“This soil means so much to us and we hope this kind of
thing-losing our loved ones, our children, our homes-doesn’t
happen on it.”

More than 2,500 people remain displaced from Baiji,
according to the International Organization for Migration.
Returns seem to be speeding up, with some 15,000 people
back in their home district since December. For the most
part, however, they are returning to an utterly destroyed
moonscape. The town of Baiji is a labyrinth of mostly-aban-
doned buildings, still riddled with bullet holes and craters.
Twisted rebar stick out from the ruins like crushed spider
legs. UNMAS hopes clearing IS-laden explosives will allow
for Baiji’s reconstruction, but other challenges remain.

The area is controlled by various Iraqi paramilitary fac-
tions that must approve any activity, which aid workers said
slows down their work. “We get authorization from one
group but it doesn’t work with the others, so we end up
going to four or five different groups before we can start
working,” one mine removal worker said. Iraqi parliamentari-
ans from Sunni-majority areas, including Baiji, have also
complained that the government has not allocated enough
reconstruction funds to the area.

“The problem is huge but the effort to fix it is small,” said
Iyad Saleh, program director at Iraqi non-profit group
IHSCO. He spoke on the sidelines of an IHSCO awareness
session at a Baiji elementary school, where volunteers
showed pupils pictures of IEDs strewn in the dirt and
warned them of the gory consequences of touching them. “If
the rate of reconstruction is so weak and slow,” said Saleh,
“it will take long years to return this area to the way it was
before.” — AFP 

In Iraq’s Baiji, 
mines turn farms...

PORTO VELHO: A member of Uru Eu Wau Wau tribe covers his face in the tribe’s reserve in the Amazon, south of Porto Velho, Brazil. The tribe has vowed to fight to the death against land invasions. — AFP 

PORTO VELHO: When Maria Augusta Almeida, 45,
heard her grandson cough incessantly, she knew what
was to blame: the fires raging in the Amazon forest, some
of them more than 200 miles away from Porto Velho. The
smoke permeating the city, the capital of Brazil’s north-
western state of Rondonia, is leading concerned parents
to wait for hours in line at local hospitals to get help for
their children who are struggling to breathe.

The Thomson Reuters Foundation visited four health
centers in the city, one of the hardest hit by smoke from
the burning rainforest. In all, there were reports of chil-
dren, some of them infants, seeking medical care due to
smoke inhalation. Last month, Brazil’s space research
agency, INPE, revealed the number of fires in the
Amazon was the highest since 2010.

That sparked international calls for the country to do
more to protect the world’s largest tropical rainforest -
key to curbing climate change - from deforestation and
other threats. Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro author-
ized the military to fight the fires after several days of

public protests and criticism from world leaders. In
Porto Velho, residents said the Cosme e Damiao
Children’s Hospital, run by the Rondonia state govern-
ment, had become the epicenter for children with
breathing difficulties.

The symptoms from outdoor smoke inhalation have
evolved into a full-blown crisis for some parents, as they
do not know how to protect their children from what is
in the air. The daughter of local salesman Mauro Ribeiro
do Nascimento, almost two years old, has asthma and
could not stop coughing. “I have taken her to Cosme e
Damiao three times already,” her father said. “They were
doing nothing but putting her on a nebulizer.” The
device helps patients breathe in medicine as a mist
through a mask or a mouthpiece, to treat respiratory
problems.

Worried about the strain on her lungs, do
Nascimento took his daughter to a different centre for
an X-ray, which showed her lungs were “congested”
due to irritation caused by smoke. Staff at Cosme e

Damiao were not authorized to say how many children
they had attended since the fires escalated, and did not
respond to requests for comment. But volunteers and
locals said the lines grew much longer about a month
ago, when smoke began choking the city streets.

“The city was so filled with smoke you did not know
if you should keep the windows open to maybe get
some fresh air, or close them to stop more smoke from
getting in,” said Sara Albino, a nursing student who vol-
unteers at the hospital. At her worst, Albino’s 20-month-
old daughter had to use a nebuliser five times a day,
which she has at home. Eye drops had to be applied
constantly to ease the burning sensation in the child’s
eyes, her mother said. “Her eyes would not stop tearing
up ... they were almost glued shut; it was like conjunc-
tivitis,” she said.

Urban fires
According to the World Health Organization, fires in

the Amazon pose a risk to health including from respira-

tory diseases, especially in children. But not all fires
affecting Porto Velho are far away in the jungle, as they
have become a cheap way to clear vegetation from urban
areas for construction purposes, according to residents. 

Last week, the city’s airport had to shut down after
smoke from an urban fire got out of control. The vegeta-
tion on the roadsides leading to the airport was burned
to a crisp. The fires in Brazil’s sprawling Amazon rainfor-
est have receded slightly since Bolsonaro sent in the
military to help battle the blazes last week.

Meanwhile, families do what they can at home. “I
bought a humidifier ... we keep it in my granddaughter’s
room,” said Raimundo dos Santos, 71, who was selling
water to people waiting in line at a Porto Velho health
centre. The machine, which increases moisture in the air,
has helped his eight-year-old granddaughter breathe.
But the rest of the family is still struggling. “I myself
have already been to the hospital since the fires start-
ed,” dos Santos said, adding that he was treated for
smoke inhalation. — Reuters

Kids struggle to breathe as 
smoke chokes Amazon city

JERUSALEM: Lebanon’s Hezbollah leader said that
while a flare-up with Israel at the border was over, the
episode had launched a “new phase” in which the Iran-
backed group no longer has red lines. In a televised
speech, Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah said the new focus
would be on targeting Israel i  drones that enter
Lebanon’s airspace, and this would be handled by fight-

ers in the field. Hezbollah and the Israeli army exchanged
cross-border fire on Sunday after a drone attack last
week in a Hezbollah-controlled Beirut suburb. Hezbollah
blamed that incident on Israel, raising fears of a wider
regional conflict.

In his speech, Nasrallah said Sunday’s missiles sent
Israel “a clear message that if you attack, then all your
border, your forces and your settlements at the border
and (deep inside)” will be at risk. His comments struck a
defiant tone, although perceptions in the region are that
the longtime enemies privately want to avoid all-out war
at a time of soaring regional tensions. During Sunday’s
flare-up, Israel faked soldier injuries to dampen any
inclination of Hezbollah to escalate hostilities.

Israeli media photographed an army helicopter per-
forming what appeared to be the evacuation of two

wounded soldiers to hospital after Hezbollah launched
anti-tank missiles at an army base and vehicles. Israel
said there were no casualties. But a person briefed on
the evacuation, and who spoke to Reuters on condition
of anonymity, said the soldiers were in fact unharmed
and bandaged with fake blood in what he called “a psy-
ops stunt”. Hezbollah said it had destroyed an Israeli
armored vehicle, killing and wounding those inside, and
it broadcast what it said was footage of two missiles hit-
ting a moving vehicle.

Nasrallah said Sunday had marked the first such
Hezbollah operation in a long time targeting Israel in
positions across the border, not in the Israeli-occupied
Shebaa farms. “This is no longer a red l ine,” the
Hezbollah chief said. “I tell the Israelis, we no longer
have red lines because you changed the rules of engage-

ment.” Hezbollah, whose forces have fought in support of
President Bashar Al-Assad in Syria’s war, also said two
of its men were killed in an Israeli strike in Syria last
week. Israel said its attack thwarted an Iranian-led
drone strike against it.

But after the Hezbollah missile volley on Sunday,
scores were apparently settled and the two sides, who
fought a deadly month-long war in 2006, returned to
business as usual on Monday, with the border reverting
to calm. Israel had raised the stakes last week by accus-
ing Iran of stepping up efforts to provide Hezbollah with
precision-guided missile production facilities. Hezbollah
denied this. And Israel has increasingly put the blame on
Lebanon as a whole for letting Hezbollah, which is part
of Lebanon’s coalition government, grow in military and
political power. — Reuters
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