
Tuesday, February 4, 2020N e w s

Established 1961 24

LJUBLJANA: A picture taken yesterday shows a general view of the prayer hall inside Slovenia’s first mosque. — AFP 
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neighboring Hama and Latakia provinces, the 

Observatory said. The heaviest Syrian casualties were 
inflicted south of Saraqeb, a flashpoint Idlib town that 
Damascus has been trying to encircle since last week, 
said the Observatory. State news agency SANA said 
the Syrian army had not suffered any casualties. 

Speaking to reporters at an Istanbul airport before 
leaving for Ukraine, Erdogan said between 30 and 35 
Syrian forces were “neutralized” in the counterattack 
that had targeted 40 locations. He called on regime ally 
Russia to “assume its obligations”. Defense Minister 
Hulusi Akar later said Turkish forces had hit 54 targets 
in Idlib in retaliation and “neutralized” 76 Syrian gov-
ernment soldiers, the state-owned Anadolu agency 
reported. The Observatory said a new Turkish military 
convoy entered Syria yesterday. 

Increasing attacks by the regime and Moscow in 
northwest Syria have displaced more than 388,000 
people since December, according to the United 
Nations, forcing many of them towards Turkey’s border. 
Ankara - which already hosts more than three million 
Syrian refugees on its soil - says it fears the latest 
fighting will trigger another mass influx. UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres on Saturday called for an end 

to fighting in and around Idlib but air strikes, many of 
them carried out by Russian warplanes, have continued. 

Yesterday, Russian air strikes killed 14 civilians in 
northwest Syria, said the Observatory. Nine of those 
killed were displaced people who died when a missile hit 
their car in the Urum al-Kubra area, on the rebel bas-
tion’s eastern flank. An AFP reporter saw rescue workers 
carry away the limp bodies of two small children and lay 
them in thick blankets on the back of a pickup truck.  

The regime now controls more than two thirds of 
Syria, up from a barely a fifth before Russia’s military 
might came to the rescue in 2015. A group led by mem-
bers of Syria’s former Al-Qaeda affiliate still controls 
swathes of land in and around Idlib province, which is 
home to some three million people and where pro-
Ankara rebel groups are also present. 

Pro-Damascus forces have pressed northwards 
along the M5 highway that connects the capital to 
Syria’s second city Aleppo, crossing Idlib. Government 
forces last week retook the key town of Maaret al-
Numan along the highway, and they have moved on 
northwards. A Turkish-Russian deal in 2018 saw Turkish 
troops deploy at observation posts around Idlib, but 
the agreement has failed to stem repeated regime mili-
tary offensives. 

Displaced from other regions recaptured by govern-
ment forces make up half of the Idlib region’s popula-
tion, with many living in precarious shelters in the 
countryside along the Turkish border. On Sunday, hun-
dreds of Syrian men, women and children marched 
towards the border in a symbolic protest, demanding to 
be allowed through. — Agencies 
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 minister believed “Sudan is headed in a new positive 

direction”. On Sunday, Sudan said the US had invited 
Burhan to Washington for an official visit, the first such 
move in more than three decades. 

Iran - a member of the OIC - was not represented at 
yesterday’s meeting, with its foreign ministry saying that 
the delegation was granted visas to archrival Saudi 
Arabia “just hours” before the group was to convene. 
However, Tehran has already condemned the US plan, 
saying it amounted to the “treason of the century” and 
was bound to fail.  

The Arab League on Saturday also rejected the con-
troversial plan, saying at a meeting in Cairo that it did not 
meet the “minimum rights” of the Palestinians. They 
insisted on a two-state solution that includes a 
Palestinian state based on borders before the 1967 war - 
when Israel occupied the West Bank and Gaza - and 
with east Jerusalem as its capital. 

In his opening remarks yesterday, Palestinian foreign 
minister Riyad Al-Maliki said the plan “cannot be called 
a peace plan because the Palestinians are not a part of it, 
and it eliminates all chances of peace”. Gulf powerhouses 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates said last 
week they “appreciated” US efforts to reach a 
Palestinian-Israel agreement in what was seen as a bal-
ancing act aimed at appeasing their powerful US ally.  

“The plan announced (on January 28) offers an 
important starting point for a return to negotiations 
within a US-led international framework,” said UAE 
Ambassador to the US Yousef Al-Otaiba, who - along 
with Omani and Bahraini envoys - was at the White 
House for the announcement. Saudi Arabia said it 
“appreciates” Trump’s efforts and called for direct 
Israeli-Palestinian talks, while reiterating its “steadfast” 
support for the Palestinians. 

Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas announced in 
Cairo during the Arab League meeting that he will cut all 
ties with Israel and the US. “We are informing you that 
there will be no relations with you (Israel) and the United 
States, including on security cooperation,” he said. But 
yesterday he appeared to step back from that statement, 
implying he had not yet severed ties but still could.  

“If the Americans continue with this project, the boy-
cott is there (as an option), a full boycott,” he told a cabi-
net meeting. Israeli-Palestinian security coordination 
ranges from information sharing about militant cells in 
the West Bank to coordination between police forces. 
Palestinian forces have also received training from the 
United States and other Western countries. 

Abbas cut political relations with the Trump admin-
istration in Dec 2017 after the US controversially rec-
ognized the disputed city of Jerusalem as Israel’s capi-
tal. “There is one channel left and this channel should 
be cut off,” Abbas added, seemingly referring to secu-
rity coordination. He pledged that his government 
would continue to provide Palestinians with key serv-
ices, including health and education. Abbas has made 
threats to cut security ties with Israel multiple times, 
without following through. 

The Trump plan also gives Israel the green light to 
annex the strategic Jordan Valley - making up 30 per-
cent of the West Bank - and all Jewish settlements, which 
number more than 200. “The plan from the beginning 
carries with it seeds of its demise,” Nevine Mossaad, a 
political science professor at Cairo University, told AFP. 
“After all this Palestinian, Arab and Islamic rejection, be 
assured of its death.” 

In a related development, Uganda is “studying” the 
possibility of opening an embassy in Jerusalem, 
President Yoweri Museveni said yesterday during a visit 
by Netanyahu. Such a move would be seen internation-
ally as a statement of support for Israel’s claim for the 
city of Jerusalem to be its capital, a potential political 
win for Netanyahu less than a month before a national 
election on March 2. 

“If a friend says I want your embassy here rather 
than there I don’t see why there would be.. . ,” 
Museveni said before trailing off and continuing: “We 
are really working, we’re studying that.” “You open an 
embassy in Jerusalem and I will open an embassy in 
Kampala,” promised Netanyahu. “We hope to do this 
in the near future.” 

Uganda and Israel currently have no embassy in each 
other’s country, though Museveni is a long-standing ally 
of Israel, which trains some elements of the Ugandan 
security forces. Israel’s embassy in Nairobi, in neighbor-
ing Kenya, currently handles its relations with Uganda.  

Uganda’s Entebbe airport was the scene in 1976 of a 
dramatic rescue operation conducted by Israeli com-
mandos to save nearly 100 mostly Israeli passengers on 
board an Air France airliner hijacked by Palestinian and 
German militants. Netanyahu, whose elder brother 
Yonatan, a commander in the operation, was killed in the 
incident, said he found every visit to Uganda “profoundly 
moving” for this reason. Three passengers and all the 
hostage takers also died in the operation. 

As well as the embassy issue, Netanyahu said Israel 
and Uganda were exploring the possibility of having 
direct flights and of closer cooperation in cyber security. 
“Israel is coming back to Africa and Africa is coming 
back to Israel in a big way,” he said. Rights groups, criti-
cal of Museveni’s record on human rights, are unlikely to 
welcome the prospect of increased cooperation with 
Israel on cyber security. Security personnel in Uganda 
routinely break up opposition rallies with tear gas, beat-
ings and detentions. — Agencies   
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The centre also comprises the community’s offices; an 

education center, which includes a library; a restaurant; a 
basketball court; housing for the Muslim clerisy; and a 
40-m-high minaret. All the buildings are made from 
white concrete combined with steel, glass and wood. A 
large blue textile-made dome dominates the mosque’s 
interior, referring to heaven and reminiscent of famous 
mosques like Istanbul’s Blue Mosque. 

“We wanted to link traditional Islamic architecture val-
ues with contemporary architecture,” architect Matej 
Bevk told AFP adding the center’s glass facades were 
meant to show its transparence and openness. Until now, 
Muslims have been worshipping and holding ceremonies 

in rented sports halls or buildings. They make up 2.5 per-
cent of the country’s two million people, constituting the 
second biggest religious group, according to the last 2002 
census. Grabus estimated there were around 80,000 
Muslims currently. 

Opponents of the project have twice tried to halt it, 
once in 2004 and again in 2009, by asking for a referen-
dum. The constitutional court denied the requests both 
times. Critics claim Qatar is one of the main financiers of 
terrorism. Pig heads and blood were also tossed on the site 
in two incidents in 2016. Pigs are considered to be unclean 
and pork and its by-products forbidden under Islam. 

Ljubljana’s long-time mayor Zoran Jankovic has sup-
ported the project. Azra Lekovic, a Slovenian Muslim in 
her late 40s, described the mosque as “crucial”, saying 
her children, 22 and 24, had distanced themselves from 
the religion over the years. “I hope it will allow my chil-
dren to get in touch with the Islamic community again, to 
meet progressive people and find friends that share their 
religion,” the entrepreneur from Sezana in western 
Slovenia said. — AFP  
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Despite the controls slapped by banks to prevent cap-

ital flight, Lebanese depositors can still ask for cashier’s 
checks and they are using them to buy goods they feel 
will not depreciate or can be easily resold abroad. 

“More and more clients are buying gold coins, 
chains, bracelets and necklaces, only for their monetary 
value,” said one jeweler whose business has 14 branch-
es nationwide. One car dealer who also asked not to be 
identified said Lamborghinis and Bentleys sometimes 
fetching $400,000 were still in demand “even as auto 
sales are generally plummeting”. “Sure, these cars 
gradually lose some of their value but for many buyers 

it’s a case of trying not to lose everything,” he said. 
Artworks, a traditional safe investment in times of 

crisis, are being snapped in Beirut’s edgy galleries. 
“Lately I’ve had visits from people I’ve never seen 
before in my gallery,” one owner said. “They basically 
want to see the largest paintings, buy the most expen-
sive pieces.” Those who are unsure what to spend their 
money on tend to pull as much cash as possible from 
the bank and keep it at home. 

According to the banking authorities, $3 billion has 
been withdrawn from banks and hoarded at home since 
September, triggering a rush on safes. “Our sales have 
gone up 50 percent,” said Khalil Chehab, a retailer who 
specializes in safes and lock boxes. “Banks used to be 
our main clients before the crisis broke out, now it’s 
their customers who are coming to us,” he said, adding 
that some buyers were ready to spend up to $20,000 
on high-end safes. “People are no longer looking for 
any kind of profit. They just want to save their money, 
at any price.” —AFP 

Gold and Bentleys:  
Lebanese spend big...

BEIJING: China’s top leadership yesterday 
admitted “shortcomings and difficulties” in 
its response to the coronavirus outbreak 
and the government said it “urgently” need-
ed medical supplies to battle the outbreak 
which has killed more than 360 people. The 
comments came as 57 new deaths were 
confirmed yesterday - the single-biggest 
daily increase since the virus was detected 
late last year in the central city of Wuhan, 
where it is believed to have jumped from 
animals at a market into humans. 

The virus has since spread to more than 
20 countries despite many governments 
imposing unprecedented travel bans on 
arrivals coming from China. The World 
Health Organization has declared the crisis 
a global health emergency, and the first for-
eign death from the virus was confirmed in 
the Philippines on Sunday. China’s elite 
Politburo Standing Committee called for 
improvements to the “national emergency 
management system” following “shortcom-
ing and difficulties exposed in the response 
to the epidemic,” according to the official 
Xinhua news agency. 

“It is necessary to strengthen market 
supervision, resolutely ban and severely 
crack down on illegal wildlife markets and 
trade,” it added. The government also said 
it “urgently” needed medical equipment 
and surgical masks, protective suits, and 
safety goggles as it battles to control the 
outbreak. Authorities in provinces that are 
home to more than 300 million people - 
including Guangdong, the country’s most 
populous - have ordered everyone to 
wear masks in public in an effort to con-
tain the virus. 

But factories capable of producing 
around 20 million masks a day are only 
operating at 60-70 percent of capacity, 

industry department spokesman Tian 
Yulong said, adding that supply and 
demand remained in “tight equilibrium” as a 
result of the Lunar New Year break. Tian 
said authorities were taking steps to bring 
in masks from Europe, Japan and the US, 
while the foreign ministry said countries 
including South Korea, Japan, Kazakhstan 
and Hungary had donated medical supplies. 

All but one of the 57 new deaths report-
ed yesterday were in Wuhan and the rest of 
Hubei province, most of which has been 
under lockdown for almost two weeks. The 
national death toll reached 361, exceeding 
the 349 mainland fatalities from the Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) out-
break of 2002-03. SARS killed a total of 
774 people, with most other deaths in Hong 
Kong. With 17,200 confirmed infections, the 
mortality rate for the new coronavirus is 
around 2.1 percent, compared with 9.6 per-
cent for SARS. 

The virus is taking an increasing eco-
nomic toll, shutting down businesses, curb-
ing international travel and impacting pro-
duction lines of major global brands. The 
Shanghai stock market plunged almost 
eight percent yesterday on the first day of 
trading since the holiday as investors 
played catch-up with last week’s global 
retreat. In Wuhan, which has been trans-
formed from a bustling industrial hub into a 
near-ghost town, residents have been living 
in deep fear of catching the virus. 

The city’s medical facilities have been 
overwhelmed, with Xinhua reporting that 
68 medical teams of 8,300 staff had been 
sent to Hubei. And amid mounting pres-
sure, the government has been racing to 
bui ld two new hospitals to treat the 
infected. The first of those, a 1,000-bed 
facility, was due to open yesterday, just 10 

days after construction began, although 
no opening had been reported by state 
media by late evening. 

With the numbers of infections surging 
in Wuhan and other areas of Hubei, it was 
not immediately clear what overall impact 
the hospitals would have on containing 
the epidemic. The industr ia l  c i ty of 
Wenzhou, 800 km to the east, was placed 
under a similar lockdown to Wuhan on 
Sunday and i ts  nine mi l l ion people 
ordered to stay indoors. 

The emergence of the virus coincided 
with the Lunar New Year, when hundreds 

of millions travel across the country for 
family reunions. Originally scheduled to 
end last Friday, the holiday was extended 
by three days to give authorities more 
time to deal with the crisis. But some 
major cities -including Shanghai - extend-
ed it again, and many schools and univer-
sities have delayed the start of new terms. 

Road traffic on Sunday, when hun-
dreds of millions of people would have 
been expected to return to their cities of 
work, was down 80 percent, the trans-
port ministry said. Train journeys were 
down 74 percent on last year, according 

to Xinhua, and plane trips a fifth. Many 
companies offered staff the option to 
work from home or defer travel, or simply 
remained closed. 

Many nations have evacuated hundreds 
of their citizens from China - with some 
forcing them into quarantine on their 
return - and more airlines are cancelling 
services to the mainland. China’s foreign 
ministry yesterday criticized the US for 
being the first to evacuate nationals with-
out providing “substantial assistance” to 
China. The US actions had caused “panic”, 
said spokeswoman Hua Chunying. — AFP 

China’s top leadership admits  
‘shortcomings’ in virus response 

WUHAN, China: This aerial photo taken on Sunday shows the Huoshenshan hospital, which means “Fire God Mountain”, after it was handed 
over to China’s army in this city in China’s central Hubei province. — AFP 


