
UNITED NATIONS: Arab leaders voiced fears Wednesday be-
fore the United Nations of new conflict in the region as tensions
soar between Iran and the United States. The annual extravaganza
of international diplomacy at the UN General Assembly has been
turned into a virtual affair this year, with leaders sending in
recorded speeches due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

Two days after US President Donald Trump ramped up pres-
sure on Iran in a widely contested move, the leaders of Iraq and
Saudi Arabia voiced concerns about the region. “We do not
want Iraq to become a sort of playground for other forces that
will kill each other on our territory,” President Barham Saleh
said in his address.

“We have witnessed enough wars and enough attacks on our
sovereignty,” he said. Iraq has attempted a delicate balancing
act between neighboring Iran which invaded and toppled dic-
tator Saddam Hussein in 2003.

President Donald Trump in January ordered a drone strike
in Baghdad that killed Iran’s most prominent general, Qasem
Soleimani, as well as an Iraqi Shiite paramilitary leader, raising
calls in Baghdad for the expulsion of US forces. Trump rejected
the calls for a withdrawal but this month ordered a sharp cut-
back of troops in Iraq as part of his election promise to stop
“endless” wars.

Saleh hinted at frustration in Iraq with “anarchic” groups,
whose rocket fire on US forces had prompted the drone
strike. “Weapons must remain in the hands of Iraqi state in-
stitutions,” Saleh said. He also vowed to tackle rampant cor-
ruption, a key priority for Prime Minister Mustafa
Al-Kadhemi, who came to power after sweeping nationwide
protests.

Saudis criticize Iran
Trump has vowed to squeeze Iran, imposing sweeping eco-

nomic sanctions and leaving a 2015 nuclear accord that was ne-
gotiated by his predecessor Barack Obama. On Monday, Trump
said he was enforcing “UN” sanctions for Iranian violations of an
arms embargo-despite wide skepticism at the world body that the
United States has such authority.

Saudi Arabia’s King Salman used his address to voice concern
about Iran and pointed to drone attacks last year on the kingdom’s
oil fields, which Washington says were carried out by Tehran in
violation of the arms embargo. “The kingdom’s hands were ex-
tended to Iran in peace with a positive and open attitude over the
past decades, but to no avail,” Salman said.

“The kingdom welcomed the international efforts to deal with
Iran’s nuclear program, but time and again, the entire world witnessed
how the Iranian regime exploited these efforts in order to intensify
its expansionist activities,” he said, accusing Iran of “terrorism.”

Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, speaking to the United Na-
tions on Monday, pointed to Saudi Arabia as he denounced the un-
successful US efforts to extend an arms embargo on Tehran. “They
have sold hundreds of billions of dollars of weapons to their clients
turning our region into a powder keg,” Rouhani said. “Yet they try
in vain to deprive Iran of its minimum defense requirements.”

Hopes in Afghanistan 
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has renewed calls for

a global halt to conflicts so the world can confront Covid-19,
which has claimed more than 970,000 lives. Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani voiced guarded hopes for negotiations that his gov-
ernment has opened with the Taliban to end two decades of war. 

“In those talks the Afghan people have a clear and urgent pri-
ority-a ceasefire,” Ghani said. “An urgent end to the violence will,
more than anything else, give us a chance to progress.” France
seized on the UN General Assembly to drum up international sup-
port to form a government in Lebanon, which remains at an im-
passe nearly two months after a massive blast at the Beirut port.

But pro-Iran Shiite militant groups Hezbollah and Amal are in-
sisting on the finance ministry, a prize opposed by the United
States and Saudi Arabia.— AFP
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A handout photo made available by the Saudi press Agency (SPA) shows King
Salman bin Abdulaziz delivering a speech from his residence in Neom during
the virtual 75th session of the United Nations General Assembly.  — AFP

Egyptian human rights group
wins Norway rights prize
OSLO: Norway’s Rafto Prize for human rights
was yesterday awarded to the Egyptian Com-
mission for Rights and Freedoms (ECRF) for
their “persistence in bravely resisting Egypt’s
state of fear,” the Rafto Foundation announced.
Founded by two activists, Mohamed Lotfi and
Ahmed Abdallah, after the country’s 2013 mili-
tary coup, the ECRF documents, reports and
raises awareness about human rights violations,
with the help of more than 50 researchers and
lawyers and 1,000 volunteers.

Working in “extremely harsh conditions”,
ECRF uses “the parts of Egypt’s judiciary, which
are still functioning, to defend human rights for
political prisoners, prosecuted human rights ac-
tivists and protestors and victims of disappearances and torture,” the Rafto Foun-
dation said. “In this state of fear, the work of ECRF stands out as a beacon of hope
for human rights,” it added.  While the Arab Spring had raised hopes for an im-
provement in 2011, human rights organizations say the situation in Egypt has de-
teriorated since the army took power in 2013 and general Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi
became president the following year.  In its country report, Amnesty International
noted “a range of repressive measures against protesters and perceived dissidents,
including enforced disappearance, mass arrests, torture and other ill-treatment,
excessive use of force and severe probation measures, particularly after protests
against the president on September 20” 2019. — AFP

Key to butterfly 
climate survival 
may be color coded
PARIS: A butterfly’s ability to absorb or reflect heat
from the sun with its wings could be a matter of life and
death in a warming world, according to British research
published yesterday calling for gardens, parks and farms
to host shady, cooling-off spots. While all butterflies are
ectotherms-they cannot generate their own body heat-
the ability to regulate temperature varies significantly,
researchers said.

The study found that species that struggle to mod-
erate their body temperatures often rely on being able
to escape the full heat of the sun in shaded “microcli-
mates” to survive.  These butterflies are “likely to suffer
the most from climate change and habitat loss,” said lead
author Andrew Bladon, of the University of Cambridge’s
Department of Zoology. 

Researchers said the cooler niches they rely on have
dwindled as habitat is lost and fragmented, driving pop-
ulation decline in two-thirds of butterfly species in
Britain. This is exacerbated by extreme weather events
and temperature fluctuations made worse by climate
change, they said.

To measure how different butterflies cope with tem-
perature change, researchers captured 4,000 wild

specimens from 29 species, combing across several UK
sites in monthly surveys from April to September 2009
and May to September in 2018.  They recorded the be-
havior of each butterfly and then-if they could catch it
in their nets-took its temperature using a tiny, 0.25-mil-
limetre thick thermometer.  The study found that bigger,
pale-colored butterflies, like the Large White or Brim-
stone species, are better at thermoregulation because
they can angle their wings to reflect the sun’s heat either
away from them or onto their bodies to attain the right
temperature.

Population decline 
Researchers said that these species had either stable

or growing populations. But among species with smaller
or more colourful wings, they found a less rosy picture,
particularly among the “thermal specialists” that use
shade to cool down. These species, such as the Small
Copper butterfly, have suffered steeper population de-
clines over the last 40 years, according to the study,
which was published in the Journal of Animal Ecology.  

Bladon said landscapes must become more diverse
in order to protect a range of butterfly species. 

“Even within a garden lawn, patches of grass can be
left to grow longer-these areas will provide cooler,
shady places for many species of butterfly,” he said in a
university press release.  “We also need to protect fea-
tures that break up the monotony of farm landscapes,
like hedgerows, ditches, and patches of woodland.” In-
sects including butterflies are the world’s top pollinators
— 75 percent of top global food crops depend on ani-
mal pollination, according to the UN. — AFP
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