
BAGHDAD: Along Iraq’s borders, a corrupt customs-
evasion cartel is diverting billions of dollars away from
state coffers to line the pockets of armed groups, political
parties and crooked officials. The prime beneficiaries are
Iran-linked Shiite paramilitaries that intimidate federal
officials who dare obstruct them, sometimes through
chillingly specific death threats, a six-month AFP investi-
gation has found. The network is so well-oiled and
entrenched that revenues are parceled out among rival
groups with remarkably little friction, part of a parallel
system that Iraq’s finance minister has described as “state
plunder”. “It’s indescribable,” said one Iraqi customs
worker. “Worse than a jungle. In a jungle, at least animals
eat and get full. These guys are never satisfied.”

Like most of the government officials, port workers
and importers interviewed for this story, this worker cit-
ed threats to his life and asked to speak anonymously.
The network they described arises from Iraq’s glacially
slow bureaucracy, fractious politics, limited non-oil
industry and endemic corruption that is itself largely a
product of years of chaos in the wake of the 2003 US
invasion to topple dictator Saddam Hussein. Customs
provide one of the few sources of state revenues, and to
keep disparate groups and tribes happy, many of them
close to Iran, entry points are divvied up among them
and federal duties largely supplanted by bribes. “There’s
a kind of collusion between officials, political parties,
gangs and corrupt businessmen,” Iraq’s Finance
Minister Ali Allawi said.

‘Designed to fail’ 
Iraq imports a vast majority of its goods-from food

and electronics to natural gas-mostly from neighbors Iran
and Turkey and from China. Officially, the country of 40
million brought in $21 billion worth of non-oil goods in
2019, the latest year for which full government data is
available.   Iraq has five official crossings along its 1,600-
kilometre (1,000-mile) border with Iran and one on the
nearly 370-km frontier with Turkey, while the single

biggest and most lucrative gateway is the port of Umm
Qasr in the southern province of Basra. Duties on imports
at these points of entry are meant to supplement state
revenues from Iraq’s huge oil sector-but they don’t.

Iraq’s import system is infamously outdated and
cumbersome, with a 2020 World Bank report citing
frustrating delays, high compliance fees and frequent
exploitation. “If you want to do it the right way, you end
up paying in the four figures for demurrage (docking
fees) for a single month” in dollar terms, said an
importer based in the region.   “It’s designed to fail,” he
said. An informal parallel system rose in its stead, in
which parties and paramilitary groups have divided up
Iraq’s land and sea crossings, said officials, port work-
ers, importers and analysts.

Paramilitary groups 
Many of Iraq’s entry points are informally controlled

by groups within the Hashed Al-Shaabi, a powerful state-
sponsored armed network close to Iran, as well as other
armed factions, officials confirmed to AFP. The Hashed’s
members, their allies or their relatives work as border
agents, inspectors or police, and are paid by importers
who want to skip the official process entirely or get dis-
counts. “If you want a shortcut, you go to the militias or
parties,” said an Iraqi intelligence agent who has investi-
gated customs evasion.

He said importers effectively tell themselves: “I’d
rather lose $100,000 (on a bribe) than lose my goods
altogether.” The Hashed publicly denies the claims. But
sources close to its hardline member groups Asaib Ahl
Al-Haq and Kataeb Hezbollah acknowledged that cus-
toms posts are indeed parcelled out in the manner
alleged.  They cited specific harbor berths, land crossings
and products that matched what customs officials and the
intelligence agent said.—AFP
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UAE, China launch vaccine project 

DUBAI: The United Arab Emirates and China
Sunday announced a venture to produce the
Sinopharm coronavirus vaccine in the Gulf nation,
state media reported. The UAE’s Group 42 and
China’s CNBG “have launched a joint project... to
initiate the first COVID-19 vaccine production line
in the UAE”, said official Emirati news agency Wam.
It did not specify when commercial production will
begin.  The UAE’s foreign minister, Sheikh Abdullah
bin Zayed Al-Nahyan, said the project adds “value
to the international efforts being made in the face of
the Covid-19 crisis, which has been taking a toll on
everyday lives across the world.” — AFP

Kosovo gets first COVID-19 jabs

PRISTINA: Kosovo received its first shipment of
Covid-19 jabs on Sunday, through the UN-backed
Covax scheme to help poorer nations. The batch of
24,000 doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine was deliv-
ered as Kosovo, like the rest of its Balkans neigh-
bors, is fighting a significant surge in the number of
coronavirus infections. “Our country is small and
poor, so it needs strong support and solidarity,
especially from the US and the EU” in fighting the
pandemic, Prime Minister Albin Kurti told reporters
at the Pristina airport. “This is a small contingent but
it raises great hopes for the beginning of saving
people’s lives.” — AFP

Swiss German town votes to go French

GENEVA: Residents in a small town in northwest-
ern Switzerland voted in a referendum Sunday to
leave a German-speaking canton and join a French-
speaking one, after years of animosity. In 1978,
when Switzerland-a confederation of 26 cantons
with four national languages-established the new
French-speaking canton of Jura, a number of dis-
tricts in the area preferred to remain part of
German-speaking Bern. The town of Moutier, pop-
ulation 7,500, was one of them. Not any more-
Sunday’s referendum returned a strong majority to
join the French-speaking Jura with 2,114 in favor and
1,740 against. —AFP

Venezuela hits back at FB sanction

CARACAS: Venezuela hit back at Facebook over
“digital totalitarianism” after President Nicolas
Maduro’s account was frozen for 30 days for
spreading disinformation about the coronavirus
pandemic. A Facebook spokesman said on Saturday
that the social media giant was freezing the account
“due to repeated violations of our rules.” “We’re
watching digital totalitarianism, carried out by
supranational companies that want to impose their
rule on the world’s countries,” said the communica-
tion and information ministry in a statement. —AFP

Cuba drive to vaccine hospital staff

HAVANA: Maria Ruiz admitted she was “afraid”
but the 48-year-old nurse was determined to play
her part in helping Cuba’s ambitious drive to pro-
duce its own COVID-19 vaccine. “It’s not the same
when I give it to a patient or when I receive it,” she
said, waiting for her shot of the Soberana 2 vaccine.
“Whenever it’s good for me and for wider society,
I’m there!” Launched a week ago, the initiative aims
to vaccinate 150,000 hospital workers, including
technicians and maintenance staff, even before it
has conducted clinical trials. Cuba wants it to be the
first vaccine made in Latin America to combat the
deadly global virus. — AFP

In this file photo taken on July 11, 2020 members of the Hashed Al-Shaabi (Popular Mobilization) paramilitary forces
stand guard on the Iraqi side of the Mandali crossing on the border with Iran. — AFP

Dozens killed in 
Mozambique 
Islamist attack
MAPUTO: Dozens of people were killed in coordinated
jihadist attacks in northern Mozambique’s Palma town,
the government said on Sunday, four days after the raid
was launched and forced the evacuation of thousands of
survivors to safety in the provincial capital Pemba.

Seven people were killed in an ambush during an
operation to evacuate them from a hotel where they had
sought refuge, it said. “Last Wednesday, a group of ter-
rorists sneaked into... Palma and launched actions that
resulted in the cowardly murder of dozens of defenseless
people,” defense ministry spokesman Omar Saranga told
a news conference. Foreigners were among those caught
in the violence, but the government did not say how
many foreign nationals were killed. So far one South
African is known to have died during the attack, his fam-
ily confirmed to AFP. Adrian Nel had been holed up in
the Amarula hotel with his father and brother for two
days, his mother said. As they were making their way to
a convoy of cars that had come to evacuate them, Nel
was shot dead, she said. His father had to carry his body
until they were rescued. 

“There’s no way to possibly describe what you feel
when you get news like that,” Meryl Knox said. “It’s just
devastating, body numbing, mind numbing.” Martin Ewi,
a senior researcher with the Pretoria-based think-tank,
the Institute for Security Studies, said that “over 100”
people were still unaccounted for since the attack.
“That’s what we know so far,” he said, but added that the
situation on the ground was confusing.

Rescue efforts 
On Wednesday, an unknown number of militants

began attacking Palma, a town of around 75,000 people
in the province of Cabo Delgado that is home to a multi-
billion-dollar gas project being built by France’s Total
and other energy companies. Human Rights Watch said
the militants indiscriminately shot civilians in their homes
and on the streets. In the last three days, government
security forces had prioritized “the rescue of hundreds
of citizens, nationals and foreigners”, said Saranga, with-
out giving a breakdown of the numbers. Some were tem-
porarily taken to the heavily guarded gas plant located
on the Afungi peninsula, on the Indian Ocean coast south
of the Tanzanian border, before being moved to Pemba,
around 250 kilometers (150 miles) south of Palma. A
boat laden with evacuees landed in Pemba on Sunday,
according to police patrolling the city port.

According to a source close to the rescue operation,
there were “about 1,400” people on board.

Those evacuated included non-essential staff of Total
and Palma residents who had sought refuge at the gas
plant. Several other small boats packed with displaced
people were on their way to Pemba and expected to
arrive overnight, according to humanitarian aid agencies.

Airport officials in Pemba said humanitarian aid

flights had been suspended to free up space for military
operations. Caritas, a Catholic aid agency which is active
in the province, also reported new arrivals to Pemba.
“Now we await the arrival of people who are most vul-
nerable so that we can provide assistance,” the local
head of Caritas, Manuel Nota, told AFP.

‘Appalling violence’ 
The militant attack on Palma is the closest yet to the

major gas project during a three-year Islamist insur-
gency across Mozambique’s north. Since October 2017,
extremist fighters have raided villages and towns in the
region, forcing nearly 700,000 to flee their homes. 

Although they launched their campaign in 2017,
experts say they had begun mobilizing a decade earlier
as disgruntled youths starting to practice a different
type of Islam, drinking alcohol and entering mosques
dressed in shorts and shoes. The violence has now taken
root and claimed at least 2,600 people lives, half of them
civilians, according to the US-based data-collecting
agency Armed Conflict Location and Event Data
(ACLED). Local media reports said British workers may
have been caught up in the Palma attack, and Britain’s
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office said its
embassy in Maputo was in “direct contact with authori-
ties in Cabo Delgado to urgently seek further informa-
tion on these reports”.—AFP

Agnes Callamard 
named new 
Amnesty chief
LONDON: Amnesty International announced yester-
day it had appointed global human rights expert Agnes
Callamard as its new secretary general with immediate
effect. The London-based rights group said it chose
Callamard following an extensive global search. 

It added that the Frenchwoman, who is in her mid-
50s and previously worked for Amnesty from 1995 to
2001, will serve an initial four-year term. “I am hon-
ored to take up the post of secretary general and work
alongside Amnesty’s supporters around the world so
that together we defend and demand respect for all
human rights for all,” she said in a statement.

Callamard’s lengthy career has seen her lead human
rights investigations in more than 30 countries and her
work has been published extensively. She had held the
role of director of the Global Freedom of Expression
initiative at Columbia University since 2013. In 2017
she was appointed as the United Nations’ special rap-
porteur on extrajudicial, summary and arbitrary exe-
cutions, and headed the investigation into the killing of
Khashoggi. Callamard’s report, published in June 2019,
concluded there was “credible evidence” that top
Saudi officials, including Prince Mohammed, were
liable for the killing.—AFP

Over 100 
people still 
unaccounted for

PALMA, Mozambique: Fishermen wait near their boats at
the port of Paquitequete near Pemba yesterday. — AFP

GENEVA: In this file photo, United Nation special rapporteur
on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions Agnes
Callamard answers reporters’ questions. — AFP

UK firefighters 
give medics a 
helping hand 
PORTSMOUTH, UK: Dan Joslin has been a firefight-
er for 14 years, but for the past six weeks has been
helping to lift and turn COVID-19 patients in a hospital
intensive care unit. “I never thought I’d be doing this in
my career,” said the 33-year-old watch manager, one
of eight firefighters volunteering at Queen Alexandra
Hospital in Portsmouth, a historic port city on
England’s south coast. Altogether, 27 firefighters in
distinctive red medical scrubs have been helping out at
four hospitals in Portsmouth and across the county of
Hampshire, working 12-hour shifts.

They are the first full-time firefighters to be sent to
ICUs, where the most severely ill COVID patients are
treated, said station manager Alex Rhodes, from
Hampshire Fire and Rescue Service. “I think we’re fair-
ly confident it’s the first time, (we are) the only fire
fighters to do it across the country,” he told AFP. “It’s a
groundbreaking bit of work we’ve been doing,” added
Joslin. Now, they hope other regions across Britain will
follow their lead, if virus cases peak again, to bring
some respite to hard-pushed hospital staff.

Welcome support 
Britain has been one of the worst affected countries

in the world by the global health crisis, with more than

126,000 deaths from over 4.3 million positive cases.
New, more transmissible variants of coronavirus led to
a surge in hospital admissions over the winter months,
stretching hospital bed capacity and staff to the limit.
Some firefighters have been drafted in to help drive
ambulances, as all emergency services have pulled
together in the unprecedented response. 

Across the country they have also been helping in
vaccination centers, as Britain rolls out its mass inocu-
lation program under the guidance of the National
Health Service (NHS). Cate Leighton, a senior clinical
administrator at Portsmouth Hospitals University NHS
Trust, said the support was welcome. “The critical care
team and wider Trust are incredibly grateful for the
enthusiasm and dedication of the firefighters who have
volunteered to work with us and our patients,” she
said.—ÅFP

PORTSMOUTH: Firefighters Tom Ventress (left) and Matt
Smither (right) prepare to start work alongside critical care
nurses in the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) at Queen Alexandra
Hospital in Portsmouth, southern England. — AFP

Floyd’s family
demand justice as
murder trial to begin
MINNEAPOLIS, US: George Floyd must
receive justice, his family said ahead of opening
arguments yesterday in the trial of the white
police officer accused of killing the Black man,
whose agonizing death ignited protests against
racism and police brutality across the United
States and around the world.

“I have a big hole right now in my heart. It
can’t be patched up ... I need justice for George.
We need a conviction,” Floyd’s brother Philonise
told reporters in Minneapolis Sunday. Derek
Chauvin, a veteran of the Minneapolis Police
Department, faces murder and manslaughter
charges for his role in the May 25, 2020 death of
the 46-year-old Floyd.

Chauvin, 44, who was fired from the police
force along with three other officers, could be
sentenced to up to 40 years in prison if con-
victed of the most serious charge-second-
degree murder.

“I have faith that he will get convicted,”
Philonise Floyd said Sunday. The Minneapolis-
based StarTribune newspaper called the trial “a
defining moment in America’s racial history.”

Floyd’s cause of death is expected to be the
central issue in the case, and a key piece of evi-
dence is likely to be the bystander-filmed video of
his death that went viral and triggered a summer
of anti-racism protests. Chauvin was seen in the
video kneeling on Floyd’s neck for nearly nine
minutes while arresting him for allegedly passing
a counterfeit $20 bill.—AFP


