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CAIRO: Militants blew up a gas pipeline Sunday in
Egypt’s restive Sinai Peninsula, security sources said.
The masked gunmen drove a four-wheel drive before
detonating explosives in the attack, carried out around
80 kilometers west of the provincial capital El-Arish,
the sources said. No casualties or injuries have so far
been reported and no group has claimed responsibility. 

According to sources, the gas pipeline hit was a
domestic one that connects to a power station in El-
Arish, powering homes and factories in central Sinai.
Some media reports in Egypt and Israel however said
the section of pipeline hit was part of Israel’s Leviathan
offshore field that connects the two countries — claims
denied to AFP by the Leviathan consortium.

Israel began pumping natural gas to Egypt for the
first time earlier this month under a $15 billion, 15-year
landmark deal to liquefy it and re-export it to Europe.
The Islamic State group last week encouraged its
fighters to launch “a new phase” and vowed major
operations against Israel. Egypt’s Petroleum Ministry
did not react to a request for comment. One of the two
offshore fields managed by Israeli and American firms
in the deal, Leviathan is estimated to hold 535 billion
cubic meters (18.9 trillion cubic feet) of natural gas,
along with 34.1 million barrels of condensate.

Egypt has previously exported gas to Israel but
land sections of the export pipeline were targeted mul-
tiple times by Sinai militants in 2011 and 2012. It hopes
the recently inked deal will position it to become a
regional gas hub. The country has for years been fight-
ing a hardened insurgency in North Sinai that escalated
after the military’s 2013 ouster of Islamist president
Mohamed Morsi following mass protests. In February
2018, the army and police launched a nationwide oper-
ation against militants focused on North Sinai.— AFP 
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Iraqi cleric Sadr tells followers to 
clear sit-ins after PM appointed

Thousands protest in Baghdad, south Iraq 
BAGHDAD: Populist Iraqi cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr
urged his followers to help security forces clear roads
blocked during months of sit-in protests, calling for a
return to normal life after the designation of a new
prime minister. Sadr, who had alternately sided with the
anti-government protesters and the Iran-backed politi-
cal groups they reject, urged his unarmed supporters
known as “blue hats” to work with authorities to ensure
schools and businesses can operate normally again.

Protests broke out immediately in Baghdad and sev-
eral southern cities on Saturday night after President
Barham Salih named Mohammed Tawfiq Allawi as
prime minister in an effort to end the political unrest.
On Sunday, thousands gathered in Baghdad’s Tahrir
square, where the main protest camp in the capital is
located, to reject the move. They banged drums and
chanted against Allawi and Sadr, saying “Allawi is
rejected and so are his parties”.

In a message issued on Twitter, Sadr said “I advise
the security forces to stop anyone from cutting off
roads and the ministry of education should punish
those who obstruct regular working hours, be they stu-
dents, teachers or others”. Some of his followers
appeared to have helped already to clear out protest
areas in Tahrir Square overnight, a Reuters reporter
said. Hours before Allawi’s appointment, the blue hats,
armed with batons, attacked a skeleton building in
Tahrir Square, known as the Turkish Restaurant, that
demonstrators have occupied since October. The build-
ing was mostly empty on Sunday and the blue hats
stood guard, occupying its gates and pacing with
walkie-talkies outside it. “They attacked us by surprise

and forced us out of the building shouting that we
didn’t do any good to the country except ruining its
economy,” said Rassoul, 20, a protester who has lived in
the Turkish Restaurant since October.

Anti-government protests continued nearby, with
demonstrators directing their ire towards Allawi. He
was named on Saturday as part of a deal between Sadr
and rival Iran-backed political groups, who have wran-
gled since November’s resignation of premier Adel
Abdul Mahdi. Allawi must form a government within a
month and face a confidence vote in parliament. Iran
welcomed his designation on Sunday. Protesters
demanding the removal of Iraq’s ruling elite and the
creation of better jobs and services have regularly
blocked main roads in Baghdad and southern Iraq since
demonstrations erupted in October.

UN and EU flags
Some of the protesters in Baghdad on Sunday waved

the national flag while others had United Nations and
European Union flags. “We call on the UN to support
and protect Iraqi protesters,” read several signs. “Allawi
is a member of the political game that has destroyed
Iraq, he needs to go,” said Malek Jawad, a student and
protester.

A dozen young Iraqis stood on a truck carrying
massive speakers and cheered the crowed. “Moqtada
al-Sadr sent conflicted messages since the beginning
but at the end he made it clear that he’s against the
protesters,” Jawad added. Sadr supporters watched the
protesters from in and around the Turkish Restaurant.
Sadr has directed anti-government unrest in previous

years but he has not been able to control this round of
demonstrations and many protesters oppose him as
much as the rest of the political class.

Sadr’s supporters had previously bolstered the pro-
testers and sometimes helped shield them from attacks by
security forces and unidentified gunmen. Many of Sadr’s

supporters hail from eastern Baghdad slums and share the
same grievances as many Iraqis over a lack of job oppor-
tunities, poor healthcare and education. The unrest is
Iraq’s biggest crisis for years. It has shattered nearly two
years of calm that prevailed after the defeat of the Sunni
Muslim extremist Islamic State in 2017. —Reuters 

NASIRIYAH: Iraqi anti-government demonstrators block a road with burning tires in the southern Iraqi city of
Nasiriyah yesterday during a demonstration against the new Iraqi prime minister designate.—AFP 

BAGHDAD: Whether in protests, elec-
tions, secret negotiations or government
formations, one man always seems to
have the last word in Iraq’s tumultuous
political scene: sharp-tongued cleric
Moqtada Sadr. The onetime militiaman
has earned himself a cult-like following
in Iraq which he can mobilize with a sin-
gle tweet to crown-or bring down-a
government. He appeared to do just that
this week, endorsing ex-minister
Mohammad Allawi to become Iraq’s new
premier after four months of anti-gov-
ernment protests had brought political
life to a standstill.

Sadr had backed the rallies early on,
even though they called for the downfall
of a cabinet and PM he had sponsored,
and for early elections that may cost him
seats in parliament, where he controls
the largest bloc. Mind-boggling politick-
ing is par for the course when it comes
to Sadr, said Renad Mansour of the
London-based Chatham House think-
tank. “He’s a guy who has multiple sides:
an anthropologist who goes with the
street, making him inconsistent over the
years,” said Mansour. 

Sadr, 46, was born in the southern
Iraqi town of Kufa to a family with deep
political roots. His father, Mohammad
Sadeq al-Sadr, who was assassinated in
1999, was one of Iraq’s most respected
Shiite clerics and a fierce opponent of
Saddam Hussein’s regime. Moqtada Sadr

is also related to Mohammad Baqer Al-
Sadr, the prominent thinker who was
executed by Saddam in 1980. This lega-
cy fuelled the younger Sadr’s fire, and he
saw his opportunity in Saddam’s 2003
ouster by a US-led invasion-which he
also opposed with his Mahdi Army. Sadr
virtually disappeared in 2006, spending
the next few years studying to become a
cleric in Iran’s Qom before returning to
Iraq’s holy city of Najaf in 2011. 

As he returned to public life, Sadr
began railing against corruption and its
main symbol in Iraq: Baghdad’s once-
exclusive “Green Zone” which hosts
government offices and embassies. In
2016, he held weekly Friday protests
against graft in a country considered the
12th most corrupt in the world, accord-
ing to watchdog group Transparency
International. Sadr regularly dispatched
his critiques to his more than 900,000
followers on Twitter.

But after years as a self-styled oppo-
sition, his Saeroon bloc won the largest
share of parliament’s 329 seats in the
2018 elections. To form a majority, he
allied with the next-biggest bloc, Fatah,
the political arm of the Hashed al-Shaabi
military network and his longtime rivals.
“Sadr presents himself as an anti-estab-
lishment champion of reform and a pop-
ulist voice of the millions who have been
let down by the system,” said Fanar
Haddad, an expert at Singapore
University’s Middle East Institute.

“But the fact remains that the Sadrists
have been an integral part of the political
classes and have had no shortage of
ministerial posts and high ranking public
office,” he added. That contradiction has
been strained in recent months as Sadr
issued a dizzying series of tweets back-
ing, then abandoning, then re-endorsing
anti-government rallies rocking Iraq

since October.
He also organized his own anti-US

rally that saw tens of thousands flood the
streets of Baghdad to demand foreign
forces leave Iraqi territory.  “Sadr is torn
between two competing trends-one to
try to unify the political leadership, and
two, to try to bring protesters closer to
it,” Mansour added. He has tried to walk
the tightrope between them: asking his
supporters to remain in protest camps
but condemning student sit-ins and road
closures-the two main tactics used by
other demonstrators.  

‘Winding trajectory’    
But Sadr’s instructions have all been

issued on Twitter as he is thought to still
be in the Iranian holy city of Qom. He
has complex ties with Iran, a country to
which his family was long opposed but
where he is now completing his religious
studies.  Sadr shocked many when he

travelled to Tehran in September, meet-
ing both supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei and Iranian general Qasem
Soleimani, who was killed months later in
a US drone strike on Baghdad. It was
another indication of Sadr’s “winding
trajectory,” said Karim Bitar, an interna-
tional relations analyst at the Paris-
based Institute for International and
Strategic Affairs.

“A nationalist anti-American trouble-
maker during the Iraq war, who we then
find allied to Saudi Arabia, before he
makes another radical turn again to get
closer to the Iranians,” Bitar said. Now,
Sadr once again finds himself the main
sponsor of Iraq’s new prime minister but
has insisted that he remains a rebel at
heart.  At the bottom of a recent tweet
urging a return to normal life, swiftly
shared and reposted by thousands of his
die-hard followers, Sadr signed off:
“patron of the revolution.”— AFP 

Iraq’s Moqtada
Sadr: Cleric
and kingmaker

JEDDAH: A file photo shows Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman (right) receiving
prominent Iraqi Shiite cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr in Jeddah. — AFP 

FNIDEQ: Mustapha left his home in Guinea two years ago
to make the arduous journey to Morocco, hoping to cross
the fence separating the kingdom from the Spanish
enclave of Ceuta. “We’re going to cross this barrier,” he
said, in defiance of increasing pressure on migrants from
Moroccan authorities, supported by Europe. 

A few months ago, migrants like Mustapha were a com-
mon sight on roadsides or in camps near urban centers.
Today, those aiming to reach Europe from Morocco prefer
to stay hidden, fearing the waves of arrests that have elicit-
ed condemnation from NGOs. In recent months, European
pressure to shore up borders - bolstered by funding - has
pushed Morocco to clamp down on migration.  Two years
after leaving Guinea, Mustapha, now 18, lives in abject
poverty in a hideout in the Belyounech forest, a few kilome-
ters from Ceuta on Morocco’s northern coast. Cautiously,
he ventures out to beg at the side of a road for a few coins,
water or food, but it is rare that passing cars pay him any
attention. “My dream is to go live in Norway and be a DJ,”
said the young man, wearing worn-out shoes and a black
beanie, a colorful school satchel over his shoulder. “I
dropped out of high school for this trip.”

Travelling with two companions from the same neigh-
borhood back home, Ahmed and Omar, both 17, Mustapha
took a perilous journey from Conakry, traversing Mali and
Algeria, before crossing the closed border to enter
Morocco. “That part was not easy,” he said. To reach
Ceuta, the trio needs to cross the barbed wire barrier

which, along with the fence around the other Spanish
enclave of Melilla, mark the only land borders between
Africa and Europe. 

‘Deportations’ 
The fence cuts across fields and forests, and Moroccan

auxiliary force vehicles are posted along the border. Like
Mustapha, many migrants live in precarious encampments
deep within forests, keeping out of sight. Local aid groups
are no longer authorized to meet with them, according to
testimony gathered by AFP. In Nador, a town bordering
Melilla, the Moroccan Association of Human Rights has
condemned “serious and repeated violations”, with
migrants “illegally detained in very difficult conditions”
and “deportations” to regions far from transit routes. “The
authorities come into the forest looking for us and, if they
find us, they send us back,” Mustapha said.

“They are looking for us today even,” said his compan-
ion Omar, but added he was ready to seize “the right
opportunity to get across” the fence. A day later,
Moroccan authorities announced they had blocked 400
migrants from sub-Saharan Africa from entering the
Spanish enclave in an operation that resulted in injuries to
both migrants and security forces. Migrants who are
detained by authorities are sent to southern Morocco by
bus or returned by air to their country of origin, according
to testimony collected by AFP. 

Khalid Zerouali, who is in charge of migration and bor-
der monitoring at the interior ministry, told AFP that meas-
ures Morocco put in place in 2019 after sustained pressure
to tackle “irregular migration” were aimed at trafficking
networks. “Our security measures do not target migrants
because, in our view, they are the victims,” he said.
Morocco has led two “regularization” campaigns since
2014, offering residency permits to 50,000 illegal migrants.
According to the European Union border security agency,
Frontex, Guineans in recent years have been among the
largest groups trying to reach Europe via Morocco.

“We decided to leave for a better future. We found
nothing to do in Guinea,” Omar said. Ahmed dreams of

being a “professional footballer in Europe”. “I play mid-
field. I want to go to Germany, if they let me in,” he said, a
striped scarf around his neck to ward off the cold.

Despite the challenges, the boys say they still prefer
Morocco to the Libyan route. “There is violence there. My
friends tried to get through and told me it was hard,”
Ahmed said. Like many young people seeking a better
future, the trio cling to a romanticized image of life in
Europe, though they seem to know little about it. While
they are just a few of the many that try to get through the
barriers around Ceuta and Melilla, others attempt to reach
Europe by crossing the Mediterranean in makeshift boats.

“I can’t afford to go by sea, it’s too expensive,” Ahmed
said. In recent months, Moroccan authorities have
stemmed the flow of migrants into Europe. According to

the Spanish interior ministry, nearly 32,500 migrants
entered Spain in 2019 by land and sea routes, down by
nearly half from 2018. But the number of migrant drown-
ings in the western Mediterranean remains high: 325
deaths were recorded in the first 10 months of 2019, com-
pared to 678 for the same period in 2018.

Zerouali said last year, “around 74,000 attempts to
immigrate irregularly to Spain were blocked by Moroccan
law enforcement,” compared to 89,000 in 2018. In 2019,
the European Union allocated 140 million euros ($155.3
million) to support Morocco’s efforts against irregular
migration, with Spain also providing additional aid to its
southern neighbor. But even as Morocco works to tackle
migration via its territory, it says it will not act as Europe’s
police force. —AFP
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FNIDEQ, Morocco: African migrants Mustapha (right), 18, and his travel companions Ahmed (center), 17, and Omar,
17, return to their hideout in the Belyounech forest, a few kilometers from Ceuta on Morocco’s northern coast. — AFP 


