
Iraqi Kurds in border
zone flee Turkey’s 
hunt for PKK
SULAIMANIYAH: One fine day in May, Yohanna
Khushfa gathered his 200 sheep and took off, along
with 120 other villagers in Iraqi Kurdistan, fearful of
the Turkish drones hunting Kurdish separatists.
“Shrapnel blew out our windows and furniture,” the
mayor of Jelki, a village in the Al-Amadiya area, told
AFP. “We were afraid for our lives and we left,” said
the 71-year-old, reached by telephone from a
rugged strip near the Turkish border.

Since Turkey launched a new military campaign
in northern Iraq on April 23, three civilians have
been killed and four wounded. Amongst those,
according to Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan was a senior official from Turkey’s out-
lawed Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK). In the face
of Turkey’s actions, some 1,500 people from 300
families have fled their villages, according to Iraq’s
ministry for the displaced.

Others already left long ago, among them Berqi
Islam, who fled in 2017 from Shiladzi, an area near
the border where his brother was killed in Turkish
bombing. With his family’s farmland burnt down and
no compensation paid by Iraqi Kurdish or federal
authorities, he has yet to return. Erdogan, who has
threatened to “clean up” parts of northern Iraq,
accuses the PKK of using the mountainous border
area as a springboard for its insurgency. The PKK
has waged a rebellion in the mainly Kurdish south-
east of Turkey since 1984 that has claimed more
than 40,000 lives.

‘Permanent presence’ 
Erdogan is willing to move “Turkey’s ongoing

military confrontation with the PKK from Turkey to
territory the PKK controls or transits through in
Iraq,” said Aykan Erdemir, senior director of the
Turkey Program at the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies. He said Baghdad and Arbil, the capital
of Iraqi Kurdistan and an ally of Ankara, appear to
have accepted this. The growing Turkish presence
in Iraqi Kurdistan “has been evolving into a perma-
nent Turkish presence in the region”, said Erdemir,
a former opposition lawmaker in Turkey.

The Iraqi state, tied up with chasing down rem-
nants of the Islamic State group and often chal-
lenged by pro-Iran shiite armed groups “has no

means of pressure on the PKK to make it leave”,
explained Adel Bakawan, director of the French
Center for Research on Iraq (CFRI). In a sign of
Turkey’s growing confidence, its defence minister
visited troops on Iraqi soil in early May, even
though the dozen bases and other military posts
that the Turkish army has set up over the past quar-
ter of a century are illegal in the eyes of Iraqi law.
Baghdad has summoned the Turkish ambassador
several times in protest over Turkey’s military
actions, but the bombs continue to fall-taking away
2.5 percent of Iraq’s forested areas, “an inhuman
environmental crime” in the words of Iraqi
President Barham Saleh.

‘Setting up their own routes’ 
And the Turkish incursions are getting deeper-

up to 20 kilometres (12 miles) inside Iraqi Kurdistan,
said Kurdish MP Rivink Muhammad, himself from
Al-Amadiya. “Until the latest campaign, Turkish
forces were entering through the border posts, but
now they are setting up their own routes to avoid
the official crossings,” added colleague Ali Saleh.
Ankara, the PKK charges, wants a repeat of the sit-
uation in northern Syria, where Turkey has since
2016 conducted three military offensives that have
left it in control of more than 2,000 square kilome-
tres (770 square miles). Turkish Defence Minister
Hulusi Akar on Sunday defended his country’s
actions. “All of our operations only target terrorists,
respecting international law and respecting the ter-
ritorial integrity of our neighbours, particularly
Iraq,” he told reporters. — AFP

SULAIMANIYAH: File photo shows Iraqi Kurds lift
banners and flash victory signs during a demonstra-
tion in the northeastern city of Sulaimaniyah on
June 5, 2021, protesting a Turkish offensive in north-
ern Iraq. — AFP

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron will
continue to greet crowds during his travels despite
a security scare that saw him slapped by a man in
the south of France, a government spokesman said
yesterday. Macron shrugged off his assault on
Tuesday in the village of Tain l’Hermitage, calling it
an “isolated event” and “stupidity”, and he went to
chat with and fistbump onlookers later in the day in
the nearby town of Valence.  “Obviously his trips
are going to continue: The president will remain in
contact with the French public,” government
spokesman Gabriel Attal said yesterday. 

“It would be completely incomprensible for
people to be deprived of contact with the president
because of an isolated individual who wanted to
challenge” him, Attal added. Macron’s assailant, a
28-year-old man identified as Damien T., remained
in police custody yesterday and is expected to be
charged with assaulting a public figure, which car-
ries a maximum three-year prison term. He has
been described as a fan of medieval martial arts
and board games, while the French media raked
over his social media activity looking for clues to
his political sympathies.

He is a subscriber to several far-right YouTube
channels. Popular evening talkshow Le Quotidien
aired footage of one of its journalists meeting
Damien T. and friends earlier in the day on Tuesday.
One of the friends, who says he identifies with the
anarchist movement, explains that they have come
to speak to Macron about the “decline of France”.

Police sources said that Damien T. had no criminal
record and friends and acquaintances who spoke to
AFP expressed surprise at his actions, describing
him as a shy and placid character.

Safety debate  
The slap has led to debate about whether it is

safe for Macron to continue spontaneous meetings
with members of the public. The centrist began a
nationwide tour of France last week, promising to
“take the pulse” of the country a fortnight before
regional elections and 10 months before a presi-
dential vote. He is widely expected to seek a sec-
ond term in April and May next year, with polls giv-
ing him a narrow lead over far-right leader Marine
Le Pen. The 43-year-old former investment banker
decided to get out of his car to greet onlookers on
Tuesday who were calling his name after a visit to a
school in Tain l’Hermitage.

In footage of the incident, he can be seen strid-
ing over to a barrier, with his security detail behind
him, before greeting Damien T., who grabs him
with his left hand and strikes with his right.
Experts highlighted yesterday how French security
services advise French presidents on their safety,
but do not have authority or powers to prevent
them putting themselves in danger. “In the United
States it’s the opposite: the Secret Service decides
if a trip is seen as too dangerous and no one
opposes them, not the people in charge of proto-
col or even the president,” Jean-Pierre Diot, a for-

mer member of France’s specialist VIP police pro-
tection force, told Le Parisien.  

“The Americans have a history of attacks,” he
added. Macron has been regularly booed and heck-
led in the street since coming to power in 2017,
above all by anti-government “yellow vest” protest-

ers, but he had never been physically assaulted
before Tuesday. The country has faced a string of
Islamist attacks in recent years and Macron has
been personally targeted during demonstrations in
Muslim countries over his defence of French secu-
larism and the right to blaspheme. — AFP
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‘Disinformation
efforts’ to discredit
Belarus activist
PRAGUE: Not long after Belarus diverted an
international flight, forced it to land in Minsk
and then arrested activist journalist Roman
Protasevich on board, an online campaign to
discredit him began. Stories alleging that
Protasevich had ties with neo-Nazis appeared
initially in Russian-language media and quickly
spread in dozens of languages.

Photos of young men doing Nazi salutes or
wearing SS insignia began to pop up on social
media, falsely claiming to show Protasevich in
his younger years in what experts called a dis-
information campaign similar to others against
Kremlin critics. AFP tracked down the man in
the Nazi salute photo. Konstantin
Akhromenko, a young Belarusian, confirmed
his identity and said the picture was taken
“10-12 years ago”.

“We were never Nazis. We took such pho-
tos just for laughs, because the Belarusian
state propaganda called us Nazis,” he told
AFP. Similarly, the man in the SS helmet turned
out to be not Protasevich but Eduard Lobov, a
former Belarusian political prisoner who
became a volunteer fighter in eastern Ukraine.

Journalist or fighter?
Many posts focused on the fact that

Protasevich, by his own admission, spent some
time with Ukrainian paramilitary units in east-
ern Ukraine after Russia annexed the Crimean
peninsula in 2014. Labelling him a “terrorist”
and “extremist”, they said that he fought with
the Azov battalion, some of whose soldiers
have been known to harbour white suprema-
cist and neo-Nazi views.

Protasevich’s family, colleagues and even
some Azov fighters insist that he was in
Ukraine only as a journalist, albeit embedded
with Ukrainian forces battling the Russia-
backed separatists. Some online claims about
Protasevich contain photos of a young man in
a military uniform and AFP has been unable to
verify if it is in fact him.

In some of the pictures that bear a resem-
blance to him, the young man is wearing a
military uniform; in others he is brandishing a
Kalashnikov rifle and smiling for the camera.
Often he is surrounded by soldiers wearing
the insignia of the Azov battalion, a volunteer
unit formed in the wake of Russia’s annexa-
tion of Crimea.

‘Belarus should be free’ 
Vladyslav Sobolevsky, the chief of staff of

the Azov battalion in 2014-2017, said that
Protasevich had joined as a journalist to “help
Ukraine, and in the future to help his own
country”. “His views were: Lukashenko must
leave. Belarus should be free,” Sobolevsky said,
referring to President Alexander Lukashenko,
who has ruled Belarus since 1994. Likewise,
Protasevich’s father Dmitry, who lives in
Poland, has said that Roman never actively
fought as a soldier. “My son is and was a jour-
nalist. He was in Donbas as a journalist doing
his job,” he said. This was confirmed by both
Azov commander Andriy Biletsky and by the
battalion spokeswoman Anastasya Rymar, both
of whom said that Protasevich followed the unit
only to report on the action and did not take an
active part in the fighting. The 26-year-old
often mentioned his time in Ukraine in inter-
views, and there is a video of him being treated
for a battle wound. But he always maintained
he was there to document the fighting rather
than fight himself. — AFP

VALENCE: French President Emmanuel Macron (L) interacts with members of a crowd while visiting Valence
during a visit in the French southeastern department of Drome, the second stage of a nationwide tour ahead of
next year’s presidential election. —AFP

Greens’ election 
hopes hitting east 
German wall
BERLIN: Long popular in western cities, Germany’s
Greens are bumping up against a wall with voters in
the ex-communist east that could cost them the
chance to snatch Chancellor Angela Merkel’s crown
when she retires this year. The now 40-year-old
centre-left ecologist party will gather from Friday
for a congress to plot the course toward
September’s general election after a bruising per-
formance last Sunday in Saxony-Anhalt state.

The poor vote showing cemented an image of
lost momentum for the party, which for the first time
in its history is staking a claim to the chancellery.
“The Greens are still both: potentially the strongest
political force in the country and a small niche party,
depending on the place, time and situation,” news
weekly Der Spiegel said. Despite ambitions for a
double-digit result, the Greens notched up just six
percent in the country’s poorest state-less than a
point higher than their 2016 score.

“It wasn’t what we had hoped,” admitted a
dejected Annalena Baerbock, also 40, the Greens’
chancellor candidate. “Some of our messaging on
climate protection failed to cut through to the vot-
ers,” she said, despite devastating droughts in the

rural region in recent summers. “In the east, which is
still marked by the shock of reunification, potentially
costly ecological measures are not a big draw for
voters,” political scientist Hajo Funke told AFP.

The election handed Merkel’s Christian
Democrats (CDU) a resounding win with 37 percent
of the vote, pushing the far-right AfD into a distant
second place with 21 percent. The strong outcome
put wind in the sails of CDU leader Armin Laschet,
Baerbock’s main opponent to run Europe’s top
economy after 16 years of Merkel at the helm. 

Two-horse race 
The Greens, out of federal government since

2005, had been riding high at the national level, with
voters telling pollsters the climate crisis is their top
concern, albeit by a much larger margin in the west.
A survey last month also showed Germans hungry
for change, with more than 60 percent hoping for a
new government after the election. Senior Greens
say they are happy the campaign is shaping up as a
two-horse race, and that excitement about the
youthful Baerbock, a mother of two small children,
has endured among their energised base. But they
acknowledge Baerbock, who is from the west but
represents an eastern constituency outside Berlin in
parliament, will have to make the Greens more than
an one-issue party if they hope to win outright.

Greens co-leader Robert Habeck said the week-
end election disappointment served as a wake-up
call that they would need to “look beyond climate
protection”. He cited addressing the growing cleft

between rural poverty and urban wealth, particularly
in creating opportunities for young jobseekers, and
expanding public transport infrastructure as sure
vote winners. He acknowledged that the “enormous
political effort” required to bring down carbon diox-
ide emissions would have to be accompanied by
“social measures” to cushion the blow to those
whose jobs would be shed in the energy transition.
The party is also planning a targeted campaign for
voters over the age of 60 in both east and west,
arguing that “climate protection is also a policy for
your grandkids”. — AFP

Annalena Baerbock

Moscow court 
considers 
‘extremism’ label 
for Navalny group
MOSCOW: A court in Moscow was considering
yesterday whether to brand jailed Kremlin critic
Alexei Navalny’s prominent anti-corruption organi-
sation extremist, a ruling that would ban its activities
and could see staff jailed. Prosecutors in April
requested that Navalny’s network of regional offices
and his Anti-Corruption Foundation (FBK) be hit
with the label, saying the group was plotting an
uprising with support from the West.

Lawyers representing the anti-graft group in the
closed-door hearing said they expected a decision
yesterday. Ivan Pavlov, an opposition-minded lawyer
whose legal group is representing FBK said on
Telegram that the Moscow City Court would film
Wednesday’s proceedings, meaning that in his view,
“the judge intends to announce the decision today”.
The FBK routinely publishes investigations into
alleged graft by officials at all levels of government. 

Its most notable probes, which won millions of
views on YouTube, showed sprawling luxury proper-
ties allegedly belonging to President Vladimir Putin
and former president and prime minister Dmitry
Medvedev. The allegations spurred massive street
demonstrations that were met with swift and brutal
police crackdowns condemned by leaders of
Western countries.

Navalny’s network of regional offices helped
organise his smart voting strategy that urges voters
to cast ballots for the candidate most likely to defeat
Kremlin-linked opponents. Ahead of parliamentary
elections in September-in which the deeply unpopu-
lar ruling United Russia party is expected to strug-
gle-lawmakers passed legislation that bans members
and sponsors of “extremist” groups from running in
the polls. The bill, which was signed into law by Putin
earlier in June, is expected to be used against allies
of Navalny in the upcoming vote. 

The law affects not only senior members and
activists of Navalny’s team but potentially tens of
thousands of Russians who supported its work with
donations. Leaders of such groups will not be able to
run in parliamentary elections for five years, while
members and those who helped finance their work
will be banned from running for three years. —AFP


