
NAJAF: Many Afghans from the Hazara ethnic
minority studying in Iraq’s city of Najaf watched in
terror as their homeland fell back into Taleban
hands. And while they feel safe for now, they fear for
their families back home - and for their own safety
should they ever return.

Millions of Shiite pilgrims come each year to
Najaf to mourn the death of the Prophet
Mohammed’s (PBUH) son-in-law Ali, whose mau-
soleum stands in the old city. Others, like Sheikh Ali
Bassir, 51, have spent years studying at the presti-
gious seminary that trains Shiite clergy. “I wanted to
serve the people of Afghanistan so much, I want to
go back, but the situation isn’t normal,” Bassir says,
surrounded by shelves bearing copies of the Quran
while a ceiling fan turns above.

His serene smile turns
wooden as he considers
the fate of the Hazara
people, who make up
between 10 and 20 per-
cent of Afghanistan’s 38
million people and have
been long persecuted for
their faith in a country riv-
en by deep divisions. With
the Taleban back in con-
trol since last month, the
majority Shiite Muslim
group is worried the Sunni hardliners may again
turn on them - just as happened during the
Taleban’s previous 1996-2001 rule.

During the militants’ first, scorched-earth
takeover of the country in the late 1990s, thousands
of Hazaras were believed to have been slaughtered
by the militants, who see Shiite Muslims as heretics.
Images of the destruction of two massive Buddha
statues carved into a cliff in the largely Hazara
province of Bamiyan went around the world in
March 2001. Just days after the Taleban’s return, the

statue of a prominent Hazara leader in Bamiyan was
decapitated.

Marginalized and persecuted
Many Afghans and the international community

still remember the Hazaras’ brutal treatment at the
hands of the Taleban. “My brother and sister are in
Afghanistan. They’re far from the capital, in the
countryside, thank God. They’re well,” says Bassir.
But he adds that he is “afraid of how the Taleban
will take control over the Shiites,” showing a video
on his phone of fighters violently putting down a
demonstration he says was made up of Hazaras.
Throughout the centuries, the group has been sub-
jected to slavery, religious and economic persecu-
tion, as well as forced displacement.

By some estimates,
nearly half of the Hazara
population was wiped out
in the late 19th century,
with many later enslaved
during the conquest of
their traditional homeland
by Pashtuns, the country’s
biggest ethnic group.
Sunni extremists continued
to target Hazaras in
attacks even after the US-
led invasion in 2001. In

May, 50 people were killed near a girls’ school in a
mostly Hazara district of Kabul. No group claimed
responsibility for the attack, but it was widely
blamed on the Islamic State group’s Afghanistan
chapter.

‘Iraqi at heart’
Bassir’s 21-year-old son Mustafa listens intently

from the corner of his father’s study. An Afghan
national, he feels “Iraqi at heart” after being born
and raised there. Even in another country riven by

40 years of war, “I prefer to stay in Najaf, it’s safer,”
he says in fluent, locally accented Arabic.

Fellow Hazara student Sheikh Mohammed Taqi, in
his 20s, wants to bring his family to Iraq from west-
ern Afghanistan’s Herat province. “My mother, my
sister and my wife are still there,” he says. “I’m very
afraid for them... a woman can’t leave her home any
longer without her husband.” But “we have no idea
how to get a visa or even a passport” for travel, Taqi
says, as “there is no state anymore” in Afghanistan.

While under the Taleban’s previous reign, women
were not allowed to leave home unchaperoned, this
does not appear to be the case under their new rule.
Sheikh Qorban Ali, a 26-year-old from Afghanistan’s
northern city Mazar-i-Sharif, dreams of going
home. But he says that for now “the situation means
students can’t go and spread their message”. He
would nevertheless gladly obey if the Shiite authori-
ties in Najaf gave the order, declaring that “we have
to go if it’s possible”. —AFP
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NAJAF: Afghans, from the Hazara ethnic minority studying at the prestigious ‘hawza’ seminary that
trains Shiite clergy, study in their room in the holy city of Najaf. —AFP

Jewish new ties
with Arab world
DUBAI: After Naftali Bennett became the first Jewish
prime minister to visit Egypt in more than a decade, we
look at the Jewish state’s wooing of the Arab world.
Here is a timeline of the continuing rapprochement that
began last August and which has since led to a normal-
ization of ties with the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain,
Sudan and Morocco.

‘Huge breakthrough’ 
In a surprise announcement on August 13, 2020,

then US president Donald Trump says Jewish State and
the UAE have reached a “historic” agreement to nor-
malize ties. Previously, Egypt and Jordan were the only
Arab states to have peace agreements under which
they recognize Jewish State. Jewish then-prime minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu says the agreement means “a
new era in relations between Jewish State and the Arab
world”. The UAE says that under the deal Jewish State
will “suspend” its annexation of parts of the occupied
West Bank, but Netanyahu says it has simply been put
off. Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas calls the deal
a “betrayal” of their cause, including their claim to East
Jerusalem as capital of their future state.

First direct flight 
On August 30, the UAE lifts a boycott of Jewish

State. The next day, El Al aircraft makes the first com-
mercial flight between the two countries, linking Tel
Aviv and Abu Dhabi. Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-
law heading a Jewish-US delegation on board, says

Saudi Arabia allowed the plane to overfly its airspace.

‘Stab in the back’ 
Trump announces 10 days later that as well as the

UAE, Bahrain will also normalize ties with Jewish State.
On September 15, the two Gulf states, which have nev-
er been in conflict with the Jewish State, sign the
accords at the White House. The Palestinians condemn
the agreements as a “stab in the back”. Jewish State
and the UAE suspend visa requirements a month later,
a first in the Arab world.

Sudan, Morocco 
On October 23, Sudan also normalizes ties as Trump

agrees to take it off a US sanctions blacklist of states
which allegedly sponsor terrorism. In December,
Morocco becomes the fourth Arab state to normalize
relations with Jewish State last year in a deal that sees
the US recognize Moroccan sovereignty over the dis-
puted Western Sahara.

Saudi ‘visit’ 
Amid Saudi denials, Jewish sources say Netanyahu

met Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) dur-
ing a secret visit to the kingdom on November 22.

Ambassadors 
In early 2021, Jewish State announces it will open

an embassy in the UAE. In March, the first Emirati
ambassador in the Jewish State, Mohamed Al Khaja,
presents his credentials to president Reuven Rivlin.

Investment and media 
On March 11, the UAE announces the creation of a

$10-billion investment fund in the Jewish State focused

on strategic sectors. The international television chan-
nel i24News in June opens a permanent bureau in
Dubai, a first for an Jewish-based media outlet.

Jewish embassies
On June 29, Lapid visits the UAE to open first

embassy in the Gulf. On July 26, the day after the
direct first commercial flight between Jewish State and
Morocco, Lapid says both countries will open
embassies within “a few months”.

Cairo visit 
On Monday Bennett meets Egyptian President

Abdel Fattah El-Sisi in the Egyptian Red Sea resort of
Sharm El-Sheikh, hours after he became the first
Jewish premier to visit Cairo since 2011. —AFP

TEL AVIV: Billboards by the United Arab Emirates
Embassy marking the signing of the US-brokered
Abraham Accords are seen along the expressway in
the coastal city of Tel Aviv yesterday. —AFP

Hong Kong to 
create new national
security offences
HONG KONG: Hong Kong will create a host of new
national security offences, a senior official confirmed
yesterday, building on a law Beijing imposed last year
that has criminalized much dissent and transformed the
city. Chris Tang, a former police chief promoted to
security secretary this year, said officials had started
working on local legislation that would define new
crimes under the security law. “We hope to complete it
within the next term of legislature and we will consult
with the public,” Tang told the pro-Beijing Ta Kung Pao
newspaper in a front-page report published yesterday.

In a separate interview with Sing Tao Daily, another
pro-Beijing media outlet, Tang said officials were
studying ongoing national security trials to guide their
new legislation. “We didn’t pay much attention to espi-
onage activities in the past and now we are studying
whether we need to regulate that,” Tang told Sing Tao’s
EastWeek magazine. China imposed a sweeping
national security law on Hong Kong last year in

response to huge and often violent democracy
protests. The law targets any act deemed subversion,
secession, terrorism and collusion with foreign forces.

It has been overwhelmingly deployed against peo-
ple expressing certain political views and has
remoulded the once outspoken and freewheeling city
in China’s own authoritarian image. The new security
law will be directed by Article 23 of Hong Kong’s
mini-constitution, Tang confirmed. Article 23 calls for
Hong Kong to pass its own national security legisla-
tion after the 1997 handover to China. An attempt to
do so in 2003 sparked huge protests and concerns
that Hong Kong would lose its unique freedoms. The
legislation was shelved.

Hong Kong’s inability to pass its own security laws
was one of the reasons Beijing lost patience after the
2019 democracy protests and promulgated its own
law last year. Some of Article 23’s offences are already
covered by that law - such as secession and subver-
sion. But new crimes would include treason, sedition,
theft of state secrets and measures to stop “foreign
political organizations” operating in Hong Kong - or
Hong Kongers contacting them. Tang gave no time-
frame for the new law but said it would be passed by
the next legislature.

Hong Kong will get a new legislature in December
under a new political system imposed by Beijing

where less than a quarter of the body’s seats will now
be directly elected and only those deemed “patriotic”
may stand for office. The legislature usually sits for
four years. National security offences are treated dif-
ferently than other crimes. In Hong Kong, only hand-
picked national security judges can adjudicate trials,
bail is usually denied to those who are arrested and
juries are not a requirement, despite offences carry-
ing up to life in jail. —AFP

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy activist Alexandra Wong,
also known as Grandma Wong, gestures outside West
Kowloon court in Hong Kong. —AFP
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Cuban scientists 
reject US’ ‘Havana 
Syndrome’ claims
HAVANA: Cuban scientists said Monday there was no
evidence for claims of US diplomats coming down with
so-called “Havana Syndrome” on the island. The myste-
rious affliction is said to cause headaches, nausea and
possible brain damage, and is speculated to be caused
by electronic weapons possibly wielded by a US rival

such as Russia.
Several suspected cases have been reported among

US officials and intelligence officers since 2016, first in
Cuba, then in China, Germany, Australia, Taiwan and in
Washington itself. But a panel convened by the govern-
ment of Communist Cuba - 16 experts in a variety of
fields and affiliated to the Cuban Academy of Sciences-
said the claims were not “scientifically acceptable,” and
there was “no scientific evidence of attacks” of this
nature on Cuban soil.

“We conclude that the narrative of the ‘mysterious
syndrome’ is not scientifically acceptable in any of its
components,” the panel said in a report published on
Cubadebate, an official news site of the one-party

state. In July, the New Yorker magazine reported there
had been dozens of new “Havana Syndrome” cases
among US officials in Vienna, Austria since the begin-
ning of 2021. Last month, US Vice President Kamala
Harris delayed a trip to Vietnam after the US embassy
in Hanoi reported a possible case, raising concerns she
could be a target.

The Cuban expert report said some have accepted
“as an axiom that attacks occurred in Havana.”
“However, after four years, no evidence of attacks has
appeared,” and “neither the Cuban police, nor the FBI,
nor the Royal Canadian Mounted Police have discov-
ered evidence of ‘attacks’ on diplomats in Havana
despite intense investigations.” —AFP
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News in brief

China FM visits Singapore  

SINGAPORE: China’s foreign minister held talks with
Singaporean leader Lee Hsien Loong yesterday during
a Southeast Asian tour seen as a pushback against
Washington’s efforts to reassert its influence in the
region. In recent weeks, both US Vice President Kamala
Harris and Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin have visited the
city-state and strongly criticized Beijing’s growing
aggression in Asia. The trips were part of efforts by the
new US administration to reset relations in the region
after the turbulent Donald Trump era, and build a bul-
wark against China’s rising might. As well as Singapore,
Foreign Minister Wang Yi had stops in Vietnam and
Cambodia on his trip - both countries visited by senior
US officials in recent months. Yesterday he held talks
with Singaporean Prime Minister Lee, who said the pair
had a “productive and candid discussion on internation-
al and regional developments”.—AFP 

108 inmates recaptured

ABUJA: At least 108 out of 240 inmates who escaped
from a prison in central Nigeria have been recaptured, a
prison official said yesterday. Heavily armed gunmen
stormed the Security Custodial Centre in Kabba, in Kogi
State, late on Sunday, freeing scores of inmates. It was
unclear who the gunmen were but criminal gangs have
terrorized central and northwest Nigeria for years. “We
have a total of 108 inmates rearrested,” Nigeria’s cor-
rectional service spokesman Francis Enobore told AFP
by phone. “But as the day progresses, the figure will def-
initely increase,” he added, saying “several processes
have been activated to ensure all inmates are rearrest-
ed.” At about 2245 GMT on Sunday, the spokesman had
said earlier in a statement, numerous attackers “engaged
the armed guards in a fierce gun battle.” —AFP 

Singapore news site suspended

SINGAPORE: A Singaporean news website often criti-
cal of authorities had its license suspended yesterday
for failing to declare funding sources, regulators said,
with a rights group slamming the move as “unaccept-
able censorship”. Critics frequently accuse the tightly-
regulated city-state of curbing media freedoms, and
The Online Citizen (TOC) had long been in the govern-
ment’s crosshairs. One of Singapore’s few alternative
news sources, it often ran stories more critical of the
authorities than those in the pro-government main-
stream media. The city-state’s media regulator said it
had suspended the company’s licence to operate its
websites and social media channels as it had not fully
met obligations to declare funding. —AFP 

EU court condemns Turkey 

STRASBOURG: The European Court of Human Rights
yesterday condemned Turkey for detaining an opposi-
tion mayor for over two years without trial, the latest in
a string of rulings against Ankara over the imprisonment
of political figures. The Strasbourg-based tribunal said
the removal from office of Tuncer Bakirhan, a veteran
pro-Kurd activist, just after his March 2014 election as
mayor of Siirt was “manifestly disproportionate” and a
violation of his liberty and free speech. Bakirhan, a
member of the pro-Kurdish Peace and Democracy
Party (BDP), was accused of belonging to the outlawed
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which has waged a
deadly separatist insurgency against Turkey since 1984.
He was jailed for two years and eight months before
appearing in court, and in October 2019 was handed a
10-year prison term. Bakirhan brought the application
against Turkey over his pre-trial detention before the
European court. —AFP 


