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Civilians can flee 
Idlib via three 
checkpoints,
says Russia
MOSCOW: Russia’s Defense Ministry
said in a statement late on Sunday
that civilians could leave what it calls
a de-escalation zone in Syria’s Idlib
Province via three new checkpoints.
The ministry said it had received
many requests from Syrian civilians
in Idlib in areas controlled by armed
groups to return to their homes in
territory controlled by Syrian gov-
ernment forces. The Russian military
warned armed groups to allow peo-
ple to leave Idlib if they wanted to.
Russia and its allies halted air strikes
in Idlib on Sunday as a ceasefire

agreed with Turkey came into force,
residents, rebels and respondents
said, although few were optimistic
the truce would hold. 

At least two people were killed
and three others were wounded on
Sunday by a rebel mortar attack on
residential areas in Aleppo city of
northern Syria, state news agency
SANA reported.

Two kids were among the wounded
in the attack, according to the report.
On Saturday, the rebels fired mortar
rounds on the vicinity of the interna-
tional airport of Aleppo and the military
air base of Nayrab. Since recaptured
by the Syrian army in 2016, Aleppo has
largely remained safe except for mortar
shelling by the rebels.

The radical rebels, located in the
western and northern countryside of
Aleppo, frequently fire mortar shells
at the city and government-con-
trolled areas in the countryside of
Aleppo Province. —Reuters

5-year-old 
German girl 
saw ‘no daylight 
for years’
FRANKFURT: German prosecutors yes-
terday said they had opened an investi-
gation after it emerged that a badly neg-
lected five-year-old girl had reportedly
not been exposed to daylight “for years”.
Social services removed the girl from her
family home in the town of Eberswalde,
north of Berlin, and transferred her to a
hospital on December 20. 

She has since been released and is
now in state care, as are her two older
siblings. The local “Maerkische
Oderzeitung” daily reported at the
weekend that the girl appeared to have
suffered “extreme neglect” and was
physically and mentally behind in her
development.

“She reportedly saw no daylight for
several years and was left to fend for
herself for at least the last two years,”
national news agency DPA reported. The
public prosecutor’s office in Frankfurt on
the Oder said it had opened a probe
against persons unknown on suspicion
of child abuse.

Daniel Kurth, the head of the Barnim
district authority where the family
lives, told reporters yesterday that the
girl “had not received the care and love
of her parents that she needed”, citing
signs of  malnutr i t ion and speech
issues. There are no indications the
girl’s siblings suffered similar neglect,
another local official told the same
press conference.

The case prompted outrage in
Germany, with the topselling Bild daily
asking why the youth welfare office did
not inform police even after deciding the
girl’s situation had deteriorated enough
to remove her from the home. According
to Kurth, youth welfare workers had
been in touch with the family since 2017.
The case recalls that of another girl,

Jennifer, who was 13 when it emerged in
2009 that her parents had hidden their
developmentally disabled daughter from

the outside world for years. Her family
lived in the same German state of
Brandenburg. —AFP

Jihadists kill 
3 teachers 
in attack on 
Kenya school
NAIROBI: Suspected Al-Shabaab Islamists killed
three teachers and kidnapped another at a primary
school in eastern Kenya yesterday, police said, the
latest in a spate of attacks in the region.

The assailants also torched a police post and
damaged a telecoms mast in the attack in Kamuthe,
40 kilometers (25 miles) south of the town of
Garissa. At around 2am (2300 GMT Sunday) “sus-
pected armed AS Militia attacked Kamuthe primary
school, Kamuthe Police Post, a telecommunications
mast and murdered 3 teachers”, a police statement
said. “The telecommunications mast is partially
damaged but operational.”

A separate police report on the incidents seen
by AFP said the three teachers killed were not from
the region, and that a local teacher was abducted.
The assailants spared a nurse as she was a woman.

“They also set fire” to the police post in
Kamuthe, a senior police officer who asked not to
be identified told AFP. Since the start of the year,
the Al-Qaeda linked Al-Shabaab have stepped up
their attacks in eastern Kenya, along the Somali
border, and Kenyan police have been on high alert.

On January 5, the Islamists stormed onto a US
military base in the coastal Lamu region, destroying
several aircraft and killing three Americans. Two
days later they killed four civilians, including a
child, during an attack on a telecommunications
mast near Garissa.—AFP

BAGHDAD: Iraqi officials fear economic “collapse” if
Washington imposes threatened sanctions, including
blocking access to a US-based account where Baghdad
keeps oil revenues that feed 90 percent of the national
budget. US President Donald Trump was outraged by
the Iraqi parliament voting on January 5 to oust foreign
forces, including some 5,200 American troops, who have
helped local soldiers beat back jihadists since 2014.

If troops were asked to leave, he threatened, “we will
charge them sanctions like they’ve never seen before.”
The US then delivered an extraordinary verbal message
directly to Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi’s office,
two Iraqi officials told AFP. “The PMO got a call threat-
ening that if US troops are kicked out, ‘we’-the US-will
block your account at the Federal Reserve Bank in New
York,” one official said. Parliament’s vote to oust the
troops was triggered by outrage over a US drone strike
on Baghdad two days earlier that killed top Iranian
general Qasem Soleimani and his Iraqi right-hand-man,
Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis. The Central Bank of Iraq’s
account at the Fed was established in 2003 following
the US-led invasion that toppled ex-dictator Saddam
Hussein.  Under United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1483, which lifted the crippling global sanc-
tions and oil embargo imposed on Iraq after Saddam’s
invasion of Kuwait, all revenues from Iraqi oil sales
would go to the account. Iraq is OPEC’s second-
biggest crude producer and more than 90 percent of
the state budget, which reached $112 billion in 2019,
derives from oil revenues. To this day, revenues are paid
in dollars into the Fed account daily, with the balance
now sitting at about $35 billion, Iraqi officials told AFP.

Every month or so, Iraq flies in $1-$2 billion in cash
from that account for official and commercial transac-
tions. “We’re an oil-producing country. Those accounts
are in dollars. Cutting off access means totally turning
off the tap,” the first Iraqi official said.

The second official said it would mean the govern-
ment could not carry out daily functions or pay salaries

and the Iraqi currency would plummet in value. “It
would mean collapse for Iraq,” the official said.

Trump ‘politicizes everything’ 
A third senior Iraqi official confirmed the US was

considering “restricting” cash access to “about a third
of what they would usually send.” The Federal Reserve
declined to comment on Trump’s threat.

A US State Department Official confirmed to AFP that
the possibility of restricting access to the Fed account
was “raised” with Iraq following the vote. “You can imag-
ine why, if troops were expelled, banks might be nervous
about sending lots of... cash to Baghdad,” this official said.
But the US threat was still highly unusual as the Fed is
meant to be independent of foreign policy.

“The attempt to politicize dollar shipments has the
Bank worried because it affects its prestige and integri-
ty in dealing with clients,” the State Department official
added. “Trump is obviously willing to politicize every-
thing.” Washington has considered the measure for
months, with a senior US diplomat at the Baghdad
embassy telling AFP in July it was looking at “limiting
the cash that comes into Iraq.” “That would be the
nuclear option,” this diplomat added at the time. Just
before Iraqi lawmakers voted on the troop ouster,
Speaker Mohammad Halbusi warned the world could
stop dealing with Iraq’s banks in revenge for the move.
Blocking the Iraqi central bank’s Fed account could be
done by blacklisting a government body, which would
immediately restrict Baghdad’s access to dollars.  The
US already sanctions Iraqi nationals, armed groups and
even banks for links to Tehran, Washington’s arch-foe in
the region. It had left oil revenues untouched, with offi-
cials previously telling AFP such a move would be too
damaging to a country considered a US ally.

US would ‘lose Iraq’ 
But ties worsened recently, with the US frustrated by

Iraq’s alliance with Iran and repeated rocket attacks on

US installations blamed on Iraqi factions. Relations then
took a nosedive with the January 3 US drone strike that
killed Soleimani and Muhandis, a senior Iraqi paramili-
tary figure.

Iraq slammed the killings as a violation of its sover-
eignty and immediately called for the vote on US
troops. The US is considering other-less inflammatory-
options too, US and Iraqi officials said.  One would be
declining to renew a temporary waiver that Washington

granted to Iraq in 2018 that allows Baghdad to import
gas from Iran to feed its gutted power grid, despite US
sanctions on Tehran’s energy sector. 

If Washington does not renew the waiver in
February, then the Trade Bank of Iraq (TBI), which buys
the gas, could face secondary sanctions for dealing
with blacklisted Iranian entities. Iraqi officials said the
US threat to deny access to oil revenues was met with
shock, anger and near-disbelief. —AFP

US threatens to block Iraq’s account at Federal Reserve

Iraq fears economic ‘collapse’ 
if Trump blocks oil revenues

ANBAR: A picture taken yesterday, during a press tour organized by the US-led coalition fighting the
remnants of the Islamic State group, shows a view inside Ain Al-Asad military airbase housing US and
other foreign troops in the western Iraqi province of Anbar. —AFP

Syrian men ride a motorcycle through a damaged neighborhood in Maaret Al-
Numan city in Syria’s northwestern Idlib province yesterday. —AFP

The town of Eberswalde where the girl was found. 

US Court rebuffs 
Sudan bid to 
limit damages over 
embassy bombings
WASHINGTON: The US Supreme Court yesterday
refused to hear Sudan’s bid to avoid paying $3.8 bil-
lion in damages to family members of people killed
or injured in Al-Qaeda’s 1998 bombings of the US
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania after a lower court
found Sudan complicit.

Those damages are only a portion of the $10.2
billion a federal judge awarded to the hundreds of
plaintiffs who brought several lawsuits in the litiga-
tion that began in 2001. The justices declined to take
up Sudan’s appeal of a federal appeals court ruling

allowing damages claims by family members - all
non-US citizens - who sought compensation for
emotional distress they experienced due to the
bombings. The appeal is the latest move by Sudan,
which in court papers called itself an impoverished
nation riven by civil war, to reduce its exposure in
the litigation. The Supreme Court already is set to
hear arguments in February over a separate bid by
Sudan to avoid about $4.3 billion in punitive dam-
ages also awarded to a broader set of plaintiffs.
“Sudan is in the midst of a historic transition to a
civilian-led democracy, and the vast increase in lia-
bility at issue here undermines Sudan’s desperately
needed economic recovery,” attorneys for Sudan
said in a court filing.

The damages were imposed by default against
Sudan’s government because for most of the litiga-
tion it did not appear before a lower US court to
defend itself against allegations that it harbored and
provided support to the Islamist militant group Al-
Qaeda, which led to the embassy bombings.

The bombings in Kenya’s capital Nairobi as well
as Dar es Salaam, Tanzania on Aug. 7, 1998 killed 224
people and marked the first large-scale attack by al
Qaeda. Twelve Americans were among the dead,
with thousands of other people wounded. Three
years later, al Qaeda operatives carried out the Sept.
11, 2001, attacks in the United States, killing nearly
3,000 people. The plaintiffs sued under the 1976
Foreign Sovereign Immunities Act (FSIA), which
generally bars claims against foreign countries
except those designated by the United States as a
state sponsor of terrorism, as Sudan has been since
1993. They first sued in 2001 in federal court in
Washington. Six other lawsuits followed involving
more than 700 plaintiffs who were killed or injured
in the attacks, or are family members of the victims.

In a separate matter, the Supreme Court last year
prevented American sailors who had accused Sudan
of complicity in the 2000 Al-Qaeda bombing of the
Navy destroyer USS Cole that killed 17 sailors from
collecting damages. —Reuters

China-bound 
scorpions seized 
in Sri Lanka
COLOMBO:  Sri Lanka’s customs yesterday arrested
and fined a Chinese man accused of trying to take 200
venomous scorpions out of the country in his checked-
in luggage. The man was suspected of trying to get the
scorpions back to China to extract the venom, officials
said. The live arachnids were discovered by security
officials at Colombo international airport in plastic con-
tainers packed in the man’s luggage that was to be
checked in. “We detained the passenger and launched
an investigation,” customs spokesman Sunil Jayaratne
said. “We have not placed a value on the 200 scorpi-
ons, but trafficking in live wildlife has become a lucra-
tive trade.”

The suspect was fined 100,000 rupees ($550) and
the scorpions confiscated before the man was allowed
to return home, Jayaratne said. Sri Lanka has about 18
species of venomous scorpions, but only one is fatal to
humans. It was not known if the confiscated arachnids
were deadly.

The island nation has strict laws on wildlife and fau-
na, but smuggling attempts are increasingly frequent.
Three years ago, authorities destroyed 45 kilograms
(100 pounds) of China-bound rare bird nests-the main
ingredient in soup that is considered a delicacy in
China and other Asian countries-that was seized from
traffickers.  —AFP


