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News in brief

Teacher accused of sex assaults

CAIRO: An Egyptian court has upheld a teaching ban
against an elementary school teacher accused of sexually
harassing 120 female pupils, the education ministry said
Monday. The incidents date to 2013, when complaints were
lodged against the maths teacher at a school in Alexandria,
said the ministry’s undersecretary Youssef Al-Deeb. “The
teacher was fired from the school back then,” Deeb said.
The Supreme Administrative Court on Sunday rejected the
teacher’s appeal against a lower court’s decision perma-
nently banning him from teaching, he added. Elementary
schools in Egypt teach children between the ages of six and
12. Sexual harassment is highly prevalent in Egypt. United
Nations surveys have found that most Egyptian women
have been subject to harassment, ranging from catcalling to
pinching and groping. Egyptian authorities have criminal-
ized sexual harassment since 2014 but many women com-
plain that the problem remains rampant.  —AFP 

Fate of missing IS captives

BEIRUT: Human Rights Watch called yesterday for
Damascus and the Kurdish authorities in northeastern
Syria to investigate the fate of thousands of people who
went missing in the custody of the Islamic State group.
More than 8,000 people, detained by IS when it con-
trolled swathes of the north and east, remain unaccount-
ed for, the New York-based watchdog said, citing fig-
ures from the Syrian Network for Human Rights. Among
them are a few well-known cases of foreigners, such as
British reporter John Cantlie and Italian Jesuit priest
Paolo Dall’Oglio. HRW said the Syrian government and
the Kurdish authorities who now control former IS terri-
tory have so far failed to prioritize the search for the
truth about what happened to the missing. Kurdish
authorities in the northeast “rarely” provide answers to
those in search of their relatives, HRW said. —AFP 

Man jailed for spitting on pizza 

ISTANBUL: A Turkish court sentenced a delivery driver
to two years in prison for spitting on a pizza before giving
it to a customer, local media reported yesterday. The inci-
dent took place in 2017 in the central Anatolian city of
Eskisehir and was captured by a security camera in the
customer’s apartment block. The footage showed the
delivery man, identified as Burak S, spitting on the pizza
and recording the moment on his mobile phone. His
motive was unknown. The man denied the claim during
yesterday’s hearing, the official Anadolu news agency
reported. “I didn’t spit on the pizza,” he told the court. “I
demand my acquittal.” But the court in Eskisehir convict-
ed him on charges of “damaging property” and “poison-
ing food and endangering people’s health,” Anadolu said.
He was sentenced to two years and six months. —AFP 

Pyongyang importing illegally

UNITED NATIONS: North Korea, which has been
hit by a series of UN sanctions, is illegally importing
more and more oil and continues to bring in luxury
cars and alcohol, according to an annual report
delivered Monday to the UN Security Council. “The
DPRK violates the resolutions through illicit import
of petroleum,” the report said, which was conducted
by experts responsible for monitoring the applica-
tion of sanctions. North Korea has “increased pro-
curement including through a notable increase in
the number of these larger foreign-flagged tankers
directly delivering to the DPRK on multiple occa-
sions,” the experts said, without identifying their
origin. —AFP

Jihadists kill, 
abduct dozens 
in northeast 
Nigeria
AUNO: Jihadists killed at least 30 peo-
ple and abducted women and children in
a raid in northeast Nigeria’s restive
Borno state, a regional government
spokesman said yesterday. The attack
Sunday evening targeted the village of
Auno on a key highway linking to
regional capital Maiduguri. The jihadists
stormed in on trucks mounted with
heavy weapons, killing, burning and
looting before kidnapping women and
children, state government spokesman
Ahmad Abdurrahman Bundi said.  They
targeted travelers who had stopped for
the night and torched vehicles.

AFP journalists saw the smouldering
wreckage of trucks, buses and cars lin-
ing the road at the scene of the attack.
The jihadists “killed not less than 30
people who are mostly motorists and
destroyed 18 vehicles,” Bundi said in a
statement after visiting the scene. The
assault, some 25 kilometers west of
Maiduguri, occurred in an area where
fighters from the Islamic State West
Africa Province (ISWAP) have been

active, mounting roadblocks to target
security forces and civilians. There was
no immediate claim of responsibility for
the attack. 

‘Burnt alive’ 
Witnesses said jihadists set alight 30

vehicles in the raid, including trucks that
had stopped overnight on their way to
Maiduguri. “Many of the drivers and
their assistants who were sleeping in the
vehicles were burnt alive,” said Babakura
Kolo, a member of a state-backed anti-
jihadist militia.  The jihadists combed
through the village, looting and burning
shops and property before withdrawing,
he said. Kolo told AFP the militants took
away three buses carrying women and
children to Maiduguri which had parked
in the village for the night.

“We stil l  don’t know how many
women and children they took away but
the number is huge,” he said. Auno lies
on the 120-kilometre highway linking
Maiduguri to Damaturu, a major regional
city in neighboring Yobe state. The high-
way has been increasingly targeted by
ISWAP militants in recent months.
Jihadists disguised as soldiers have set
up roadblocks to abduct and kill passing
travelers and have above all targeted
Christians and members of the security
forces. 

The UN has complained of an
upsurge of violent attacks in recent
weeks across the conflict zone. The

increase comes after the Nigerian army
last year launched a new strategy that
saw it withdraw troops from remote
bases into larger so-called “super
camps”.  The military says the tactic has
helped to stem jihadist attacks but local
residents and aid workers say it appears
to have bolstered the jihadists by leaving
vast swathes of territory unprotected. 

Last month four Nigerian soldiers
were killed and seven injured when the
jihadists attacked troops positioned in

Auno. The decade-long Islamist insur-
gency has killed 36,000 people and dis-
placed around two million from their
homes in northeast Nigeria. The jihadists
have split into rival factions with one
group affiliated to Islamic State group
and the other loyal to longtime Boko
Haram leader Abubakar Shekau. The
violence has spread to neighboring
Niger, Chad and Cameroon, prompting
the creation of a regional military coali-
tion to fight the insurgents. —AFP

Syrian forces retake 
major M5 highway 
BEIRUT: Government forces battling rebels in northwest-
ern Syria took full control yesterday of a key highway,
over which they lost control in 2012, linking the country’s
four largest cities. The latest gain marked another step in
the government’s advance against Syria’s last rebel-held
pocket, where intense fighting has displaced 700,000
civilians since December.

The remaining rebel fighters and some three million
civilians are being pushed ever closer to the Turkish bor-
der by the regime’s inexorable northward push. The M5
motorway which links the capital Damascus to the second
city of Aleppo through the cities of Homs and Hama has
been a key government target for years. Yesterday, gov-
ernment and allied forces retook the Rashideen Al-Rabea
area near Aleppo, the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said.

“That means they control the entire M5 for the first
time since 2012,” Rami Abdel Rahman, the head of the UK-
based war monitor said. The government’s advance also
helps secure Aleppo, the country’s former industrial hub,
which still comes under sporadic rocket fire from holdout
rebel groups. The war in Syria, which started with a popu-
lar movement against President Bashar Al-Assad’s rule that
was brutally repressed, has killed more than 380,000 peo-
ple in nine years and displaced around half of the country’s
population.

‘Giant refugee camp’ 
The Islamic State group’s once sprawling “caliphate”

has collapsed, and the number of front lines been reduced
by recent government gains. But aid groups have warned
that one of the conflict’s worst humanitarian catastrophes
yet could be unfolding in Idlib, with staggering numbers of
families sleeping rough in sometimes sub-zero tempera-
tures. “You shouldn’t have a war in what is essentially a
giant refugee camp,” the head of the Norwegian Refugee
Council, Jan Egeland, told CNN in an interview.

The Idlib region is a dead-end for hundreds of thou-
sands of people who were forced to flee or were evac-
uated from formerly rebel-held territory elsewhere in
Syria. Some have moved four times or more since the
start of the war but there is nowhere for them to go
after Idlib, with the Turkish border to the north and
government forces in the other three directions. Turkey,
which has troops deployed in several locations in
northern Syria, continues to support rebel groups bat-
tling the Assad regime or acting as proxies against
Kurdish forces.

Russia-Turkey deal
With Russia, it is the key foreign broker in northern

Syria but a 2018 deal aimed at averting a major offensive
has failed to take hold. On Monday, artillery fire by gov-
ernment forces killed at least five Turkish soldiers in Idlib.
Ankara said it responded and “neutralized” 101 Syrian
forces. It was not possible to verify that claim on the
ground, and neither state media nor the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights reported any casualties on
the government side. —AFP

WASHINGTON: More than 100 US troops sustained “mild” trau-
matic brain injury, far more than originally announced, when Iran
launched missiles at their base in Iraq last month, the Department
of Defense said Monday. “As of today, 109 US service members
have been diagnosed with mild traumatic brain injury, or mTBI, an
increase of 45 since the previous report,” the Pentagon said in a
statement. 

Of them, 76 have returned to duty while most of the rest are
still undergoing evaluation and treatment. President Donald Trump
had initially said that no Americans were injured in the strike on
the Ain Al-Asad base in western Iraq on the night of January 7-8,
although authorities later reported that 11 troops were injured.

Iran fired ballistic missiles at the base to retaliate for the
January 3 US drone strike that killed top Iranian general Qasem
Soleimani while he was in Baghdad. Trump was understood to
downplay the impact on US troops to help ratchet down tensions
between the two countries, amid concerns that a full war could
break out. It was only a week later that reports surfaced that US
troops had experienced concussions and other brain injuries.

But the US leader then dismissed the reported injuries as
“headaches” and “not very serious.” “We are grateful to the
efforts of our medical professionals who have worked diligently to
ensure the appropriate level of care for our service members,
which has enabled nearly 70 percent of those diagnosed to return
to duty,” said Pentagon press secretary Alyssa Farah in a state-
ment Monday. “We must continue to address physical and mental
health together,” she said.

Iran taunts US 
Meanwhile, Iran taunted the United States on the 41st anniver-

sary yesterday of the ouster of its ally the shah, as huge crowds
took to the streets to mark the historic occasion. Waving national
flags and holding portraits of the founder of the Islamic republic,
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the crowds converged on Tehran’s
iconic Azadi Square braving sub-zero temperatures.

“It is unbearable for the United States to accept the victory of
a great nation and that a superpower has been driven out of this
land,” President Hassan Rouhani told the gathering. “It is natural
for them to have dreamt, for 41 years, of returning to this land,
because they know that we are one of the most powerful coun-
tries” in the Middle East, he added.

Tehran and Washington have been sworn enemies since 1979,

when the government of the US-backed shah was ousted and the
Islamic republic established. Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had
already fled the country weeks earlier after months of protests
against his regime. That November radical students demanding
the shah’s extradition seized 52 hostages at the US embassy in
Tehran and held them for 444 days, prompting Washington to
sever ties. The bad blood between Tehran and Washington wors-
ened in 2018 when US President Donald Trump unilaterally with-
drew from a deal that froze Iran’s nuclear program and reimposed
crippling sanctions. In the capital, the atmosphere was mixed, with
some people casually strolling the streets with their children
clutching balloons and others chanting hardline slogans and tram-
pling on US and Israeli flags. “Death to America” and “We will
resist until the end”, read some of the banners they carried.

Show of unity 
Women in black chadors held portraits of Iran’s supreme

leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and Qasem Soleimani, a hugely
popular general killed in a US drone strike last month. Young
men posed for selfies in front of a row of coffins draped in US
flags and bearing the logos of companies seen as symbols of
American imperialism. Girls marched with backpacks bearing
Soleimani’s face as patriotic songs and Koranic verses were
played on loudspeakers and volunteers dished out bowls of soup
to keep people warm.

“I’m here to support the authority of the Islamic republic,” one
participant, Yasser Mohammadi, 37, told AFP. “Maybe we have
some problems internally, like the economy and mismanagement,
but this won’t stop us supporting our Islamic republic. “We want
to show the world that what the US is doing is wrong, including
the killing of Soleimani.” State television showed crowds on the
streets of the northern cities of Rasht and Tabriz, dressed in wool-
ly scarves and hats and holding umbrellas, seemingly undeterred
by heavy snowfall.

The state had appealed for a large turnout as a show of soli-
darity after a year in which Iran has been shaken by protests and
military tensions with the United States. “Securing our country
and our region depends on our unity, and participation in this rally
is a symbol of this unity,” said Hadi Khamenei, brother of the
supreme leader. Iran’s economy has been battered since May
2018, when Trump abandoned the multilateral nuclear deal and
reimposed sanctions.

Crucial elections 
When Iran raised petrol prices in November, nationwide

protests erupted and turned violent before security forces put
them down amid a near-total internet blackout. Tensions with
Washington escalated in early January when the US killed
Soleimani, head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ foreign
operations arm, the Quds Force. Iran retaliated by targeting US
forces but then accidentally shot down a Ukrainian airliner, killing
all 176 people on board, in a tragedy that sparked anger at home
and abroad. This year’s anniversary comes ahead of crucial parlia-
mentary elections in Iran. In another development, Iraqi officials

yesterday commemorated Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis, the senior
commander killed in last month’s US drone strike that targeted
powerful Iranian general Qasem Soleimani. Muhandis was the
deputy head of the Hashed Al-Shaabi, a loose network of paramili-
tary groups formed in 2014 to fight jihadists that has since been
absorbed into the Iraqi state.  He, Soleimani and eight others were
killed in the January 3 US strike outside Baghdad’s International
Airport that Iraq’s government slammed as a violation of its sover-
eignty. To mark 40 days since their deaths, a tradition in the Middle
East, top officials held a memorial service in Baghdad’s high-securi-
ty Green Zone. —Agencies 

Iran taunts US on anniversary of shah’s ouster

Over 100 US troops suffer 
brain injury in Iran attack

TEHRAN: President Hassan Rouhani delivers a speech during commemorations marking 41 years since
the Islamic Revolution in the capital Tehran’s Azadi Square. —AFP

AUNO: Cars burnt down by suspected members of the Islamic State West Africa
Province (ISWAP) during an attack. Jihadists killed at least 30 people and abduct-
ed women and children in a raid in northeast Nigeria’s restive Borno state.  —AFP

Couple jailed 
for exploiting 
migrant women 
KUALA LUMPUR: An Indian couple was sentenced to more
than five years in jail in Singapore yesterday for exploiting
migrant women, the first labor trafficking conviction in the
affluent nation that is home to many foreign workers. The two
Indian nationals were given a prison term of five years and six
months each after they were found guilty of exploiting three
Bangladeshi women they recruited to dance at nightclubs they
ran in Singapore.

The pair was also given a fine, while the male owner of the
nightclubs was ordered by the court to pay nearly S$5,000
($3,600) in unpaid wages, according to a spokesman from
Singapore’s Manpower Ministry. “Both intend to appeal
against their convictions and sentences. They are out on
bail,” the spokesman told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in
an email. The Southeast Asian nation of 5.6 million depends
on about one million migrant workers from countries like
Indonesia, China and Myanmar to power its economy, work-
ing in sectors from construction to manufacturing and
domestic care.

The case was the first conviction since Singapore intro-
duced a law in 2015 in a bid to fight human trafficking, which
labor rights groups say migrant workers are most vulnerable to.
Offenders can face up to 10 years in jail, whipping and a fine
under the law. There were two other labor trafficking cases
pending in court. Court documents showed the couple had
subjected the women to verbal abuse, controlled their move-
ment and confiscated their passports.

The couple was also found guilty of forcing one of the
women into sex work. The prosecution has said the three
Bangladeshi women had to work every day and the cou-
ple did not pay at least two of them their monthly salary
of 60,000 taka ($707). The government has warned
employers that it would take strong action to prevent
trafficking cases. —Reuters

ALEPPO: A convoy of vehicles loaded with Syrian families and
their belongings is pictured on a road near the town of Al-
Ghazawiya, as they flee pro-regime attacks on the western
countryside of Aleppo yesterday.  —AFP


