
PARIS: Mixing hope with fears of more
disappointment, families of Western
nationals held in Iran are anxiously fol-
lowing intense diplomatic contacts and
recent rumors for signs their loved ones
could be allowed home. Iran is holding
over a dozen Western nationals-almost
all of whom also hold Iranian passports-
in prison or house arrest on charges
their families say are absurd and in what
activists say is a brazen act of hostage-
taking to extract concessions.

Frustration has mounted among fami-
lies over the failure of Western govern-
ments to bring home their loved ones,
many of whom have spent several years
behind bars and have been exposed to
the COVID-19 pandemic in detention.

Iran has always expressed willing-
ness to swap the prisoners for Iranians
it believes are wrongfully held in the
West. The resumption of talks between
world powers in Vienna on Tehran’s
nuclear program prompted activists to
urge the linking of the two issues. “We
have come to learn to take every day as
it comes. We cannot look too far ahead.
Things like rumors give us some hope
but we have learned not to be too
hopeful,” said Elika Ashoori, whose 67-
year-old-father, Anoosheh, a British cit-
izen, has been held in Iran since 2017.
She said unconfirmed talk of possible

deals and swaps are a source of anxiety
not only for the family but also her
father, who is able to follow news devel-
opments while in Tehran’s Evin prison.

“It is a mind game that is not pleas-
ant for us and especially for him,” she
said. Ashoori said her father has com-
plained of symptoms of COVID-19 dur-
ing a recent phone call with the family.
“You wake up every day with this dread
of thinking what am I going to see (in
the news) today.”

‘Difficult limbo’ 
Those held in similar situations

include at least three other Britons and
four Americans, as well  as two
Germans, two French, two Swedes and
two Austrians, according to families
who have spoken to AFP.  Among the
Britons is Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe,
whose family has linked her plight to a
British debt of £400 million ($550 mil-
lion, 460 million euros) for army tanks
paid for by the shah of Iran in the
1970s. Germany’s Nahid Taghavi, 66,
has now been held in prison for 200
days and is in a “very bad condition”
after being moved back to solitary con-
finement last month, according to her
daughter Mariam Claren.

“The limbo is very difficult for her
and for us,” Claren told AFP, saying that

as well as being alone, her mother was
only exposed to daylight for half an
hour a day and did not even have a pil-
low to sleep on. “Our people are suffer-
ing under torture. I try not to think too
much about Vienna. I try to protect
myself,” she said, expressing fear that
talks over prisoners could become a
“game” for both sides. 

Germany, France and the UK are the
European powers negotiating over the
2015 Iranian nuclear deal, which former
US president Donald Trump walked out
of but his successor Joe Biden is keen to
reenter if Tehran meets certain condi-
tions. “There are active negotiations
underway in Vienna, through the
Europeans, about striking a deal on a
prisoners’ exchange in both ways,” a
person familiar with the status of the
negotiations told AFP, asking not to be
named and emphasizing that “no deal”
had been reached. The United States
has had no diplomatic relations with
Tehran since the hostage-taking of US
embassy staff in the wake of the 1979
Islamic Revolution. 

The talks in Vienna are taking place
with the Europeans as intermediaries. 

“I have no higher priority than bring-
ing arbitrarily detained Americans-
American hostages-home to the United
States,” Secretary of State Antony

Blinken said. The US denied a report on
Iranian television over the weekend that
Washington had agreed to release $7
billion in frozen Iranian funds and free
four Iranians in exchange for the release
of four Americans. Speculation of swaps

was also heightened by news from
Belgium that a 20-year prison sentence
for diplomat Assadollah Assadi for plot-
ting to bomb an opposition rally outside
Paris was confirmed after he dropped
plans to appeal. — AFP
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Bulgaria set for new elections 

SOFIA: Bulgaria’s president announced
yesterday he would dissolve parliament and
call new elections, probably for July, after
parties failed to form a government follow-
ing polls last month. The April 4 general
election produced a fragmented parliament.
The outgoing centre-right GERB party of
veteran premier Boyko Borisov came first
but had just under 27 percent and failed to
find partners to form a government. Both the
anti-establishment party of showman-
turned-politician Slavi Trifonov, who came a
surprise second, and the Bulgarian Socialist
Party, who took third place, were also
unable to put together a coalition. “Next
week I will dissolve parliament and appoint
a caretaker cabinet,” President Rumen
Radev said. — AFP

Belarusian case against Lukashenko 

BERLIN: Ten Belarusians have filed a crim-
inal complaint in Germany against President
Alexander Lukashenko and members of his
regime for crimes against humanity during a
brutal post-election crackdown, lawyers
representing them said yesterday. Acting on
behalf of “torture victims”, the lawyers have
submitted a complaint to federal prosecu-
tors in the city of Karlsruhe against
Lukashenko “and other Belarusian security
officers”, they said in a statement. The fed-
eral prosecutor’s office confirmed to AFP
that it had received the complaint. Lawyers
Mark Lupschitz, Onur Ozata, Roland Krause
and Benedikt Lux said their clients had doc-
umented more than 100 examples of “vio-
lence, systematic torture and other abuses”
during the government crackdown on
protests against alleged electoral fraud
since August 2020. — AFP

Japan, S Korea meet with Blinken 

LONDON:  US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken yesterday met jointly with his South
Korean and Japanese counterparts to discuss
North Korea, bringing together the allies
despite renewed rifts. Joined by aides, Blinken
sat in the centre of a U-shaped table with
Japanese Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi
and South Korean Foreign Minister Chung
Eui-yong on each side in a conference room
of a London hotel on the sidelines of a Group
of Seven meeting. The three made no com-
ments but Blinken ahead of the meeting said it
was vital to work with both countries as
President Joe Biden’s administration looks to
resume diplomacy with North Korea. — AFP

Germany bans fund-raising group 

BERLIN: Germany yesterday banned a
purported aid organizat ion, Ansaar
International, accusing it  of collecting
donations to help finance terrorism world-
wide. The prohibition came along with a
series of raids on properties in ten states,
with invest igators also seiz ing i tems.
Interior Minister Horst  Seehofer “has
banned the association Ansaar International
and its related organizations. The network
finances terrorism worldwide with dona-
tions,” tweeted ministry spokesman Steve
Alter. “To fight terror, one must dry up its
sources of money,” said Seehofer.  — AFP

This file photo taken on August 23, 2018 shows Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe (right)
embracing her daughter Gabriella in Damavand, Iran following her release from prison
for three days. Mixing hope with fears of more disappointment, families of Western
nationals held in Iran are anxiously following intense diplomatic contacts and recent
rumours for signs their loved ones could be allowed home. — AFP

BRUSSELS: An Iranian diplomat’s
20-year sentence in Belgium for plot-
ting to bomb an opposition rally out-
side Paris was confirmed yesterday
after he failed to appeal, his lawyer
and prosecutors said.

Assadollah Assadi, 49, was con-
victed in February by an Antwerp
court of supplying explosives for the
planned June 30, 2018 attack on the
exiled opposition group the National
Council of Resistance in Iran (NCRI).
“I confirmed today that Mr Assadi
does not wish to appeal,” his lawyer,
Dimitri de Beco, told AFP, adding that
his client contests the legitimacy of

the Belgian justice system.
A spokesman for Belgium’s federal

prosecutor’s office confirmed that
“Mr Assadi’s lawyer has failed to
lodge an appeal” to the conviction.
Three individuals sentenced to
between 15 and 18 years in prison as
accomplices are maintaining their
appeals against their convictions, the
spokesman said. Those arguments are
to be heard around mid-November.
Iran has strongly protested Assadi’s
conviction. Days after the February
verdict, Iran’s foreign ministry sum-
moned Belgium’s ambassador in
Tehran to convey its fury.  —AFP

In this file photo taken on February 04, 2021 National Council of Resistance of Iran
(NCRI) member Favzin Hashemi (left), Lawyer Rik Van Reusel (center) and Lawyer
Georges-Henri Beauthier speak to the press following the trial of four people,
including a Belgian couple of Iranian heritage and an Iranian diplomat at the
Antwerp criminal court yesterday. —AFP

LOS ANGELES: One of the many
Republican candidates vying to
replace the governor of California in
an upcoming vote caused a stir
Tuesday by bringing a bear to his
political rally.

John Cox is campaigning on the
theme of “beauty and the beast”-the
“beauty” being current Democratic
Governor Gavin Newsom, known for
his primped appearance in the state
that is home to Hollywood.  Cox has
cast himself as the “beast” who will
shake up politics in the most populous
US state, where a brown bear features
prominently on its flag.

“The beautiful politicians have
failed California,” Cox said during a
rally in Sacramento, the state capital.
“We need big, beastly changes to save
it. I’ll cut taxes, make California more
affordable and shake up Sacramento.”
For a publicity stunt, Cox brought a

Kodiak bear, considered the largest
ursine species, to his rally.  The bear,
named “Tag,” weighs about 1,100
pounds (500 kilograms) and was born
in captivity and trained to appear in
films and television series.

Tag displayed a locally appropriate
laid-back attitude Tuesday, content to
wait patiently for the end of Cox’s
speech, munching on snacks given by
his trainer or grooming himself with
his tongue.

But the use of a bear for political
and publicity purposes caused an out-
cry among animal rights advocates,
such as PETA, who said it was “unfor-
tunate and shameful that Tag the
Kodiak bear has been exploited in this
way.” “Bears need to be left alone, not
confined to an open pen on asphalt
and wheeled out for events,” the NGO
said on Twitter, urging “anyone with
an ounce of decency to keep wild ani-

mals out of their publicity stunts.”
A Republican-backed effort to

recall Newsom, fueled by his handling
of the coronavirus pandemic, has
forced a special election that is set to
be held later this year. California
allows voters to hold a referendum on
replacing its governor if they can
gather the signatures of 12 percent of
previous voters, which the campaign

succeeded in doing. It was through
such a special election that movie star
Arnold Schwarzenegger was elected
in 2003 to lead the state for the
Republican Party.

Polls and experts believe, however,
that Newsom is unlikely to lose the
recall vote, in a state that has swung
even more heavily Democrat in the
past two decades. —AFP

SACRAMENTO, California:  A 1,000 pound Kodiak bear sits behind California
Republican Gubernatorial candidate John Cox as he speaks during a campaign ral-
ly at Miller Regional Park Tuesday in Sacramento. — AFP

Facebook oversight 
board upholds 
Trump ban
WASHINGTON: Facebook’s independent oversight
board yesterday upheld the platform’s ban on former
US president Donald Trump while ordering further
review of the case, in a decision with a potentially
far-reaching impact on the regulation of online
speech. The board, whose decisions are binding on
the leading social network, said Trump “created an
environment where a serious risk of violence was
possible” with his comments regarding the January 6
rampage by his supporters at the US Capitol.

“Given the seriousness of the violations and the
ongoing risk of violence, Facebook was justified in
suspending Mr. Trump’s accounts on January 6 and
extending that suspension on January 7,” the board
said after its review.

But the panel also ruled that “it was not appropri-
ate for Facebook to impose the indeterminate and
standardless penalty of indefinite suspension.”
“Within six months of this decision, Facebook must
reexamine the arbitrary penalty it imposed on
January 7 and decide the appropriate penalty,” the
review board said in its written opinion.

“It is not permissible for Facebook to keep a user
off the platform for an undefined period, with no cri-
teria for when or whether the account will be

restored,” it added. The case had been intensely fol-
lowed for its repercussions for social networks seek-
ing to curb misinformation and abusive content while
remaining open to political discourse. Trump was
suspended from Facebook and Instagram after he
posted a video during the deadly January 6 storming
of the Capitol in which he told his supporters: “We
love you, you’re very special.”

The US leader was banned permanently by
Facebook the following day, and he was taken off
other platforms including Twitter and YouTube.
Some analysts said Facebook and other social net-
works should have acted on Trump sooner, after
years of giving him an exemption from rules on hate-
ful content because of his “newsworthiness” as a
political leader.

Clarifying the rules 
In its ruling, the oversight board — envisioned by

Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg as the equiva-
lent of a “supreme court” for thorny content deci-
sions — made additional recommendations on deal-
ing with potentially harmful content from world lead-
ers. The board said “that it is not always useful to
draw a firm distinction between political leaders and
other influential users, recognizing that other users
with large audiences can also contribute to serious
risks of harm,” according to its statement.

“When posts by influential users pose a high
probability of imminent harm, Facebook should act
quickly to enforce its rules.” The board also “called
on Facebook to address widespread confusion about
how decisions relating to influential users are made”

and said “considerations of newsworthiness should
not take priority when urgent action is needed to
prevent significant harm.”

Trump’s former chief of staff Mark Meadows,
responding to the decision, said it would have a chilling
effect on free speech and that Facebook needed to be
regulated or broken up.  “It’s a sad day for America, it’s
a sad day for Facebook,” he told Fox News. “We need
to have some standards, they are not able to police
themselves.” Angelo Carusone, president of the left-
leaning watchdog group Media Matters for America,
said the ruling was “appropriate,” arguing that the
rationale for banning Trump was overwhelming and
“never should have been up for debate.” — AFP

In this photo illustration, a phone screen displays a
Facebook logo with the official portrait of former US
President Donald Trump on the background, on
Tuesday in Arlington, Virginia. — AFP
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