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Greece warms to 
EU asylum pact but 
refugee groups rage
ATHENS: Greece’s government has cautiously wel-
comed a plan from Brussels to reform the EU’s
shaky asylum system, but charity groups working
with refugees on the ground have blasted a contin-
ued “outrageous containment policy”. The “New
Pact on Migration and Asylum” was unveiled on
Wednesday and calls for a tougher stance on
returning migrants who do not have the right to stay
in the EU, and ratcheting up border controls. Such
moves are music to the ears of Prime Minister
Kyriakos Mitsotakis’ conservative government,
which has been operating a harsh migration policy
since taking power over a year ago.

The only flaw from Greece’s perspective is the
Commission giving up on quota-based redistribu-
tion of asylum seekers among EU countries-a plan
first mooted during the migration crisis of 2015 but
which foundered on opposition from several mem-
ber states. Wednesday’s pact “goes in the right
direction, our main positions are included, but we’re
disappointed on redistribution, we’d have preferred
a different model,” Greek asylum service secretary
Manos Logothetis told ERT public television.
Mitsotakis himself has reiterated calls for a “bal-
anced asylum policy” and highlighted “the need to
share responsibilities in a fair way”.

‘Enough is enough’ 
Like Italy and Spain, Greece’s position on the

EU’s southern edge makes it one of the major points
of arrival in the bloc for migrants. Its geography has
made it a relentless defender of the idea that asylum
seekers-who arrive almost daily on the country’s
Aegean Sea islands from neighboring Turkey-
should be shared out fairly.

The Greek government has long struggled to
manage overcrowding in camps on the five islands
most affected by the arrivals, especially since the
Moria camp on Lesbos burned down on September
8 and 9. Half of the 24,000 migrants packed into
Greek camps remain on Lesbos. Authorities rushed
to set up a provisional site for those left without
shelter by the blaze, but charity groups are already
incensed at conditions there. “The Commission
promised “no more Moria’, while building a new
containment camp in Lesbos, where conditions are
dire,” tweeted the Legal Centre Lesbos, which pro-
vides legal information and assistance to migrants
on the island.

Other groups working with migrants on the
ground pointed out the arduous lines people must
stand in to receive one meal per day, the lack of
mattresses and the impossibility of respecting coro-
navirus infection control measures like social dis-
tancing. “We have continuously exposed the human
cost of this outrageous containment policy to lead-
ers in European capitals, to commissioners in
Brussels and to citizens through the media, but
nothing seems to lead to a desperately needed radi-
cal policy change,” Doctors Without Borders (MSF)
president Christos Christou tweeted. “Enough is
enough. No more lies,” he added. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Enraged by near-daily attacks on its
interests in Iraq, Washington has threatened to
close its embassy in Baghdad, in a blow to a premier
seen as a bulwark against Iran. Iraq has long been
caught in a tug-of-war between its allies Iran and
the US, rendered rockier by Washington’s “maxi-
mum pressure” policy against Tehran since 2018.

In a new escalation, US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo called Iraqi President Barham Saleh last
week to deliver an ultimatum, Iraqi and foreign offi-
cials said. Unless Iraq’s government puts an end to
the rockets raining down on US military and diplo-
matic sites, Washington would shutter its embassy
and recall its troops, the sources said. “The
Americans aren’t just angry. They’re really, really,
really angry,” one Iraqi official said. Another said:
“The honeymoon is over.”

The US still has hun-
dreds of diplomats in its
mission at the high-securi-
ty Green Zone in Baghdad
and around 3,000 troops
based in three bases
across the country. Since
2019, dozens of rockets
and improvised explosives
have targeted these sites,
with US and Iraqi officials
blaming Tehran-backed
factions including Kataeb Hezbollah. Washington has
twice retaliated with strikes on Kataeb Hezbollah in
Iraq and threatened earlier this year to bomb more
than 120 further sites if the rocket attacks cost
American lives, a top Iraqi official said.

The frustration failed to ease even after Mustafa
Al-Kadhemi, seen as Western-leaning, took office
as premier in May. Ahead of Kadhemi’s visit to
Washington in August, the US signaled it was
“unsatisfied with his actions” against pro-Iran
armed groups, an Iraqi official said. The US declined
to comment on Pompeo’s latest call, but a State
Department official told AFP that “Iran-backed
groups launching rockets at our embassy are a dan-
ger not only to us, but to the Government of Iraq”.

Growing rift 
Fresh in the minds of Iraqi officials and armed

groups is the US drone strike in January that killed
top Iranian general Qasem Soleimani and Abu
Mahdi Al-Muhandis, the deputy head of Iraq’s
state-sponsored Hashed Al-Shaabi. Since then,
many pro-Iran paramilitary leaders have gone into
hiding lest they be subject to American strikes or
sanctions. The new US threats seem to have deep-
ened the growing rift between factions loyal to Iran
and those less willing to enter into a full confronta-
tion with the US. 

After months of silence, influential cleric and
political leader Moqtada Sadr took to Twitter this
week to call for “the creation of a security, military
and parliamentary committee to investigate” the

rocket attacks. Within min-
utes, Kadhemi and other
top government figures
endorsed the recommen-
dation. “There’s a consen-
sus on condemning these
attacks. Kataeb Hezbollah
and other hardliners are
isolated and left without
political cover,” an Iraqi
official said.

Even the Hashed Al-
Shaabi slammed rocket

attacks as “illegal military acts”, denied involvement
and formally sidelined a pair of commanders seen as
too Tehran-leaning. But the hardliners, too, are
organizing. A half-dozen previously unheard-of
groups have claimed responsibility for rocket
attacks on the US and even threatened the United
Nations in recent months. Iraqi intelligence officials
and political sources say Iran has been gathering
the most hardline among its Iraqi allies into these
new formations.

PM in hot water? 
These reconstituted groups see Kadhemi as

Washington’s man in Baghdad and are irked by his
vows to rein them in. “They’re sending a message

from Iran to the US: the recent political develop-
ments have changed nothing. We can still hit you
hard, and no leader can implement your agenda in
Iraq,” said a source from Iraq’s Shiite political net-
work.

That has left the prime minister in a precarious
position. A US withdrawal could hand his rivals an
unintended propaganda win, a Western diplomat
in Baghdad told AFP. “If Washington follows
through and withdraws its people, these groups
wil l  be able to brag that they kicked the
Americans out of Iraq at little cost,” the official
said. Iraq’s parliament voted after Soleimani’s
killing to oust foreign troops posted in the coun-

try to help fight jihadist remnants, but Kadhemi
has tried to slow-walk the decision.

He has also embarked on an anti-corruption
drive, launched a strategic dialogue with
Washington and sought to fast-track deals with US
companies that would decrease Iraq’s reliance on
Iranian energy imports. His downfall, Western diplo-
mats and analysts said, could be a nightmare for
Iraq’s stability. “If the US really closes its embassy,
it will leave Kadhemi in a very weak and dangerous
position, opening the door for militias to expand
and maybe take extreme action against the state,”
said Ali Mamouri, an analyst and editor of the Iraq
Pulse at Al-Monitor news website. —AFP

Washington threatens to close its embassy in Baghdad

New US threats to Iraq widen 
rifts, leave premier exposed

Libyans caught 
between fear 
and skepticism
TRIPOLI: Haytham, tall and well-built, turns away
customers without masks from a shop entrance in
Libya’s capital, telling them to return with a cover-
ing or buy one on the spot. “We do our best, at the
risk of being insulted by unhappy customers who
don’t understand this is all in their interests, not
ours,” the imposing security guard shrugged. His
job at a large supermarket in the west of Tripoli,
one of the country’s COVID-19 hotspots, is some-
thing of a thankless task. 

The policy is set by management, which does
not skimp on precautions - free anti-bacterial gel,
disinfectant-soaked mats and even a disinfection
gate where incoming customers are sprayed with a
cleanser. It is impossible to gauge the full extent of
the epidemic in Libya, a country mired in chaos
since 2011 when an uprising backed by the West
toppled dictator Muammar Gaddafi.

But it is clear there has been a surge in cases in
recent weeks, heaping further pressure on overbur-
dened services. More than 30,000 coronavirus
cases have been confirmed in Libya and over 470

deaths, among a population of less than seven mil-
lion, according to official figures. With hospital bed
space scarce, in one way “we are lucky that around
80 percent of positive cases are asymptomatic,
because all they have to do is self-isolate until their
recovery is complete,” said Ibrahim El-Deghayes, a
member of the National Centre for Disease Control
(NCDC).

But the instruction to self-isolate brings its own
problems. Without running water or electricity, it is
impossible to convince many to stick to the rules,
Deghayes said, lamenting the indifference of some
Libyans towards the pandemic. “The prioritization
of tests targets people at risk, like older people and
those with chronic diseases,” he said.

The NCDC’s head of communications, Mohamad
Al-Jazoui, organizes education campaigns in the
capital, where its testing strategy also targets ven-
ues that are “most exposed, like grocery stores,
cafes and bakeries”. These initiatives are judged
insufficient by many Tripoli residents, who have to
wait several days for test results, heightening the
risk of infecting relatives. 

Wearing a mask in public - outside, as well as
inside - is compulsory in Libya’s capital and trans-
gressors risk hefty fines. But shop owners still
struggle to enforce measures. Mayssoun Trabelsi
and her sisters live with their grandparents in the
suburb of Tajoura, after fleeing heavy fighting in
their home district of Ain Zara in the capital’s

southeast last December.
The fighting pitched troops loyal to a UN-rec-

ognized government against eastern strongman
Khalifa Haftar, who in April 2019 launched an
offensive against the capital, only to be repulsed
earlier this year. Trabelsi, who works in a clothes
shop, fears for her grandparents, who are “old and
fragile”. She describes herself as “terrorized” by
the risk that she will infect them with coronavirus,
due to close contact with customers who refuse to
wear masks. Clients “take offence” if she reminds
them of their hygiene obligations.—AFP

TRIPOLI: Libyan medical workers distribute informative
notices to shopkeepers during an awareness campaign
on COVID-19 at the Friday market in the capital Tripoli,
on September 10, 2020. —AFP

In a time of disarray, 
UN’s virtual meeting 
adds surreal notes
UNITED NATIONS: “Our common house is in dis-
order,” said French President Emmanuel Macron,
describing the troubled state of the United Nations
General Assembly as it prepares for a second week
of mostly virtual meetings and speeches starting
Tuesday. For the first time the speeches of presi-
dents and prime ministers are being delivered on
videos, often recorded days in advance. It’s rather
like watching a movie in an empty theater, as New
York Times journalist Rick Gladstone put it.  The
human dimension of the global conclave, along with
its more or less secretive bilateral tete-a-tetes, has
been missing this year as the coronavirus pandemic
plays havoc with diplomatic niceties.

Without closed door diplomacy there is no
diplomacy, an ambassador from a Security Council
member country said, speaking on condition of
anonymity. The virtual approach however has

made it far easier for world leaders to bring their
message to New York. The General Assembly will
hear or has heard from more than 160 of the heads
of state or government representing the UN’s 193
member countries. These include some whose
appearances before the world body are rare, such
as President Vladimir Putin of Russia, China’s Xi
Jinping, and even Pope Francis, unseen at such
events since 2015.

Diplomats expect little progress between US
President Donald Trump’s administration-no friend
of the UN and a constant critic of China-and much
of the rest of the world as it pleads for unity in con-
fronting the crippling Covid-19 pandemic. In the
middle and struggling to be heard is UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres, who seems more like the
Capitan in the sinking “SS Multilateralism” as he
shows up in the nearly deserted UN headquarters.

‘Wake-up call’ 
“This pandemic is a wake-up call for even more

catastrophic challenges that may arise, starting with
the climate crisis,” Guterres warned on Thursday. “If
we meet these with the same disunity and disarray we
have seen this year,” he said, “I fear the worst.” Russia
has been cool to the virtual approach, even threaten-

ing not to recognize leaders’ videos as official UN
documents. It demanded that every leader send a
diplomat to introduce their video in the cavernous
General Assembly amphitheater, adding a dated,
bureaucratic overlay to modern communications. The
videos often show the world leaders speaking from
majestic offices, verdant gardens or before barren
walls, usually flanked by their national flags. —AFP

NEW YORK: A UN police officer stands at an empty
entrance at the United Nations during the 75th General
Assembly of the United Nations which will be mostly vir-
tual due to the COVID-19 pandemic in New York. —AFP

A blow to a 
PM seen as

bulwark 
against Iran

US using sanctions 
to suffocate Syrians 
‘like George Floyd’
NEW YORK: Syria’s foreign minister accused US
President Donald Trump’s administration on
Saturday of attempting to suffocate Syrians with
sanctions “just like George Floyd and others were
cruelly suffocated in the United States.” New US
sanctions that took effect in June under the so-
called Caesar Act have further crippled the war-

torn country’s already crumbling economy by pro-
hibiting foreign companies trading with Damascus. 

Addressing the United Nations General
Assembly via a pre-recorded video on Saturday,
Syria’s Foreign Minister and Deputy Prime
Minister Walid Al-Moualem likened the effect of
the sanctions to the death of Floyd, a Black
American who died in May after a white police
officer knelt on his neck. “The real purpose of the
Act is to put pressure on Syrians, their livelihoods,
and their daily lives. 

It is an inhumane attempt to suffocate Syrians,
just like George Floyd and others were cruelly suf-
focated in the United States,” Al-Moualem said. The
US mission to the United Nations did not immedi-

ately respond to a request for comment. In June,
Russia also made a veiled reference to Floyd’s
death, which sparked protests across the United
States and around the world, when it slammed US
policy toward Iran as like “putting a knee” to the
country’s neck.

Washington says the sanctions aim to cut rev-
enue for Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s gov-
ernment and push him back into UN-led talks to
end the more than eight-year-long conflict. A
crackdown by Assad on pro-democracy protesters
in 2011 led to civil war, with Moscow backing Assad
and Washington supporting the opposition. Millions
of people have fled Syria and millions are internally
displaced.  —Reuters

BAGHDAD: Employees display rifles for sale at a gun shop in the Iraqi capital Baghdad. —AFP


