
VIENNA: They are relieved but hardly at peace:
Iranian-Americans in a town outside Washington say
that even as tensions with Tehran ease, they’re not
optimistic about prospects for real detente between
the two long-time enemies. “I hope, I wish, that war is
not going to happen,” said Massoud Mossadad, owner
of a grocery store specializing in Iranian and other
Middle Eastern products in Vienna, Virginia.

The community is home to a sizeable chunk of the
estimated 80,000 Iranian-Americans in the
Washington area. “Unfortunately, if it happens, imag-
ine how many people will lose their husband, their
parents, their sons,” said Mossadad, 63. He has lived in
America for 40 years after leaving his country follow-
ing the Islamic revolution of 1979.

He and others spoke Thursday after the United
States and Iran apparently stepped back from the
brink of war following the US killing in a drone strike
of the powerful Iranian general, Qasem Soleimani, in
Iraq last week. Iran fired a barrage of ballistic missiles
towards Iraqi military bases housing US troops but
none were hurt. President Donald Trump said
Wednesday that Iran was apparently “standing down”
after the world feared a major conflagration.

Trump issued a call for peace, but in the grocery
store and elsewhere in Vienna, people of Iranian origin
were anything but upbeat. “I was very scared because
my mom is supposed to leave for Iran in two weeks to
visit our family after a long time,” said Mitra Davani, a
37-year-old dentist.

Iranian-born but living in Vienna since 2005,
Davani said she was particularly shocked by Trump’s
threats to attack Iranian cultural sites, in comments
that caused an outrage because such an act would be
considered a war crime. Trump later backed away,
saying he likes to “obey the law.”

‘The Best President’ 
“This is scary. My family comes from a town near

Persepolis,” Davani said of the remains of an ancient
Persian city listed as a UN World Heritage site. She
said it would be devastating if it were attacked. She
said she was skeptical of Trump’s comments
Wednesday that he was “ready to embrace peace with
all who seek it.”

“It does not come from the heart. It is not his own
words. It does not sit well. Hopefully his advisors
advise him well and everything will calm down,”
Davani said. Parvin Garakoui, speaking at one of
Vienna’s Iranian restaurants, also said she was very
scared. “The US and Iran governments think about
themselves and we are in the middle,” said Garakoui,
37. “There is no hope” for the future.”

Garakoui has been a permanent US resident since
2009 thanks to a lottery system that Trump wants to
do away with. Since Iranians are denied entry to the
US under Trump’s travel ban targeting several mainly
Muslim nations, Garakoui says she feels like a second-
class resident of the country.

“I have a lot of family in Iran. My cousins are of a
draft age. They can be drafted... I can’t bring them to
the US because of the travel ban. If I can’t bring my
family I feel I am not really a citizen,” said Garakoui.
But 80-year-old Edy Sharifi is one of the few who
remains calm and optimistic.  He says Iran has every-
thing to lose in an open conflict with the United States
and will negotiate behind the scenes.

“I believe nothing will happen. America will never
attack Iran, ever,” said Sharifi, who runs an oriental
rug store and came to the US as a refugee in 1984.  He
practices the Bahai faith, which Iran sees as heresy.
Sharifi admires Trump, “the best president I saw in my
life.” “He’s strong. He knows what he is doing.” — AFP
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Regime air strikes kill 18 
civilians in Syria’s Idlib

Syrians praise UN aid vote, aid groups wary of reductions

ALEXANDRIA: Egypt unveiled Friday
a newly renovated 14th century syna-
gogue in Alexandria as part of a push
to market the country’s rich cultural
heritage

The Eliyahu Hanavi synagogue,
boasting green and violet stained glass
windows and towering marble columns,
was built in its current form in 1850 by
an Italian architect on top of the original
edifice dating back to 1354. The temple
was bombed during Napoleon
Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt in 1798.

In cooperation with the military,
Egypt’s antiquities ministry oversaw the
64-billion-pound ($4-million) renovation
which lasted over three years after the
roof and staircase collapsed in 2016.

Sitting in the back wooden rows,
Yolande Mizrahi, a septuagenarian Jew
born and raised in Alexandria, was
delighted with the conservation. “If it
wasn’t for (President Abdel Fattah) al-
Sisi, this would have never been done. A
lot of things have changed since he’s
taken over,” she told AFP.

In 2018, Sisi singled out preservation
of places of worship for Egyptian Jews
and Coptic Christians as a priority for
his government. The Mediterranean city
of Alexandria was once home to around
40,000 Jews, but Egypt is now home to

only a handful of Jewish citizens. The
Arab country’s Jewish community fled or
were expelled during the 1950s and
after the 1948 creation of Israel. For
Mizrahi, she fondly recounted how the
synagogue which she used to attend as a
youngster was a communal gathering
space for the Jewish minority in
Alexandria.

She hoped Friday’s opening of the
temple to the public would spur other
Jews abroad to visit the temple. “I have
relatives who left to France, Italy and
Israel and they would like to visit the
synagogue now,” she added.

The synagogue was closed in 2012
for security reasons following the 2011
revolution that unseated long-time auto-
crat Hosni Mubarak. Egypt has since
sought to promote its cultural heritage
to revive the vital tourism sector, badly
hit by political insecurity and attacks.

Magda Haroun, one of the leaders of
the dwindling Egyptian Jewish commu-
nity in Cairo, choked back tears after
the ceremony. “This is recognition of
Egypt’s Jews who were neglected for
over sixty years,” she told AFP. “It is
recognition that we have always been
here and that we have contributed to a
lot of things just like any other Egyptian
“ Haroun said. — AFP

Indian protesters 
condemn Modi 
visit as citizenship 
law demos rage 
KOLKATA: Thousands of angry protesters took to the
streets to tell India’s leader he was unwelcome in Kolkata
yesterday, in the latest rally against a citizenship law that
critics say discriminates against Muslims. Widespread
street demonstrations, and occasionally deadly clashes,
have gripped the Hindu-majority nation since the law was
approved by parliament last month.

Police said nearly 30,000 protesters took to the streets
of Kolkata to denounce Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
visit, with many linking hands to form human chains that
spanned miles through the streets of the eastern megacity.
“What we are fighting for is the future of India,” Surita
Roy, a woman who joined the rally, told AFP. 

A crowd mobbed the city’s airport and chanted “We
are against fascism” as the Indian leader’s plane touched

down before he transferred to a military helicopter that
carried him to the house of West Bengal state leader
Mamata Banerjee-a vocal critic of Modi’s ruling Hindu
nationalist government. 

Police stopped protesters from following Modi to the
chief minister’s house, but Banerjee told journalists after
their meeting that she had asked him to repeal the law “for
the larger interests of the country” and then joined the
street protests herself.  Critics say the law is a precursor to
a national register of citizens that many among India’s 200
million Muslims-around 15 percent of the country’s popu-
lation-fear will leave them stateless. Many poor Indians do
not have documents to prove their nationality.

Modi has in turn accused his political opponents of
“misleading” and “inciting” people against his Hindu
nationalist government. His party has launched a door-to-
door campaign in a bid to dispel “misinformation” about
the law, which they insist is not discriminatory.

At least 27 people, mostly Muslims, have been killed
during clashes with police after defying restrictions on
demonstrations in several states of the country. But
hundreds of thousands of protesters have continued to
meet public across the country and demand a rollback
of the law. — AFP

KOLKATA: West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee
addresses leftists students protesting against Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and India’s new citizenship law fol-
lowing a day of large protests against the controversial law
in Kolkata yesterday. — AFP

Iraq premier tells 
Kurdish leaders 
he does not seek 
‘hostility’ with US
ARBIL: Iraq’s caretaker premier told
Kurdish leaders yesterday he did not seek
a hostile relationship with the United
States, in his first visit to the autonomous
region since coming to power in 2018.

Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi trav-
elled to Arbil with a delegation of top min-
isters and his intelligence chief. The trip
came at a time of political turmoil for Iraq,
after months of anti-government rallies that
saw Abdel Mahdi resign and worsening
ties with the US as Iraqi lawmakers push
for a withdrawal of foreign troops. 

Abdel Mahdi met the region’s Prime
Minister Masrour Barzani, President
Nechirvan Barzani and influential power-
broker Masoud Barzani, who heads the rul-
ing Kurdistan Democratic Party. 

A statement from Abdel Mahdi’s office
said he and the Barzanis discussed the
ongoing anti-government protests, the
presence of foreign troops in Iraq and
broader regional tensions. 

“We do not want hostility with anyone,
including the United States,” Abdel Mahdi
said. He then travelled to the Kurdistan

region’s second city, Sulaymaniyah, to meet
leaders of the rival Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan party. The Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) sees Abdel Mahdi as a
reliable ally and had hoped he would help
rebuild ties between Baghdad and Arbil,
which frayed following the KRG’s contro-
versial independence referendum in 2017. 

The KRG continued to back him as
protests erupted across Baghdad and
Iraq’s Shiite-majority south in October,
which eventually prompted Abdel Mahdi to
step down.  Days before his resignation,
the KRG had agreed “in principle” with
Baghdad on a revenue-sharing deal that
granted it a share of the 2020 federal
budget in exchange for exporting its oil
through the national seller.

The KRG saw the terms of the agree-
ment as favorable and feared that Abdel
Mahdi’s replacement would not stick to it,
but political factions have not agreed on a
candidate.

Kurdish authorities have also been wor-
ried by Baghdad’s insistence that foreign
troops leave Iraq, following a vote in the
federal parliament last week.  No Kurdish
parliamentarians attended the vote and
many see the US-led coalition’s presence
as a counterweight to Iran.

Some 5,200 US troops are stationed
across Iraq to back local forces preventing
an Islamic State group resurgence.  They
make up the bulk of the broader coalition
including troops from dozens of countries,
invited by the Iraqi government in 2014 to
help combat IS. — AFP

ARBIL: Prime Minister of the Iraqi Kurdish Regional Government (IKRG)
Masrour Barzani (second left) meets with Iraq’s caretaker Prime Minister
Adel Abdel Mahdi (left) in Arbil, the capital of the northern Iraqi Kurdish
autonomous region, yesterday. — AFP

Magda Haroun (right), one of the leaders of the Egyptian Jewish commu-
nity in the capital Cairo visits the newly renovated Eliyahu Hanavi syna-
gogue in the northwestern Egyptian city of Alexandria on Friday. — AFP

IDLIB: Regime air strikes on Syria’s last major opposition
bastion killed 18 civilians yesterday, a war monitor said, a
day before a ceasefire is due to take hold.  Six children
were among the dead in the northwest province of Idlib,
where a fresh ceasefire brokered by Russia and Turkey is
expected to go into effect after midnight, according to the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights. 

Air strikes on the city of Idlib killed seven civilians,
while separate raids on two towns near the provincial cap-
ital killed 11 others, the Britain-based war monitor said.  In
Idlib city, the bombardment hit near a cultural centre,
according to the Observatory and an AFP correspondent
in the area.

Scores of students, many of them crying, ran from the
site of the blast in panic, the AFP correspondent said. The
bombardment surprised residents in a city that has been
relatively free from the near-daily attacks that have hit the
province’s flash-point south, the correspondent added.

Less than 10 kilometers (six miles) away, regime air
strikes hit a market in the town of Binnish, killing seven,
according to the Observatory. The market was mostly
reduced to rubble, as thick white smoke from the strikes
created a fog, according to an AFP correspondent there.

He saw men carrying what the apparently lifeless bod-
ies of two children from the scene, as women and children
wailed.  One woman pressed two children to her chest as
she screamed for help, he said.

Volunteer rescue workers, meanwhile, carried bodies to
an ambulance, and sifted through rubble searching for
trapped civilians, he added. South of Idlib city, raids hit the
area of Al-Nerab, killing four.

“All of these areas where far away from bombardment
during the latest (regime) offensive but today, regime war-
planes,” have returned, said Observatory head Rami Abdul
Rahman. A southern strip of the jihadist-dominated Idlib
region has come under mounting bombardment in recent
weeks, displacing more than 300,000 people in December

alone, according to the United Nations. The Damascus
government has repeatedly vowed to retake Idlib, which is
run by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, a group dominated by Syria’s
former Al-Qaeda affiliate. A ceasefire announced in late
August was supposed to stop Russia-backed regime bom-
bardment of the region after strikes killed some 1,000
civilians in four months. But the Observatory says sporadic
bombardment and clashes continued, before intensifying in
the past month.

Syria’s war has killed more than 380,000 people
including over 115,000 civilians since it started in 2011
with the brutal repression of anti-government protests. 

Meanwhile, residents of Syria’s last major opposition
bastion yesterday welcomed a UN vote renewing cross-
border aid to the country, as relief groups condemned
restrictions to the program which is helping millions.

The United Nations Security Council on Friday voted
to extend humanitarian aid to Syria, including to some of
the most needy in the northwestern region of Idlib. But
under pressure from Syrian regime ally Russia it scaled
back the program that allows the UN and its partners to
deliver aid using border crossings not controlled by the
Damascus government.  The council agreed to prolong the
assistance for only six months instead of renewing it for a
year as it had done previously. It also decided that the aid
will enter Syria through just two crossing points along the
Turkish border, instead of four.

A key entry point for aid along the Iraq border which
had been instrumental in chaneling aid to around 1.3 mil-
lion people in northeastern Syria was scrapped. Despite
the restrictions, Syrians in Idlib breathed a sigh of relief. “I
was so pleased when I heard the news this morning,” said
Abu Abdo, an unemployed father of four. The 36-year old
said he, like millions of Idlib residents who rely on cross-
border aid entering from Turkey, depends on humanitarian
assistance for his and his family’s survival.

“I live off this assistance,” he told AFP, saying continued

aid deliveries would mean that he would not “die from
hunger”. Mohammad Abu Said, a 29-year-old father of
two, echoed a similar sentiment.

Friday’s vote, he said, was a positive development for a

province housing three million people, nearly half of whom
have been displaced from other parts of the country. 

“Most of us (in Idlib) rely on humanitarian aid because
there is no work or income,” he said. — AFP

IDLIB: Panicked residents run following an air strike by pro-regime forces in the nothwestern Syrian city
of Idlib yesterday. — AFP
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