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TRIPOLI: In the capital of war-torn Libya, a dwindling
Christian community of foreign workers leave their
fears and anxieties at the church door as they gather
for Christmas carols and laughter. Lisa, a 47-year-old
Filipina nurse, said she had just celebrated the festival
of lights “for the tenth consecutive year” at Saint Francis
Church, referring to the start of advent and the
Christmas season. Lisa, who has worked at a private
clinic in Tripoli for 15 years, held a candle in one hand
and adjusted her Santa Claus hat with the other.
Around her, excited children ran around before being
directed to Bible class, as rooms in the church filled
with the sounds of hymns and laughter.

Since the 2011 fall of dictator Muammar Gaddafi,
the small community ’s fears for its safety have
increased, especially after jihadists claimed to have
killed dozens of Christians in the country this year. But
every Friday-a day off in Libya-they still flock to Saint
Francis, one of the capital’s only churches still open, to
pray and support each other. In a central courtyard,

men and women from the Philippines, India and sever-
al African nations exchange news as they sell products
from their home countries. Jollof rice and peanut soup
are on offer beside colorful textiles, home remedies
and specialized hair products.

Dwindling numbers
Most Westerners fled Libya after August 2014, when

an Islamist-backed militia alliance overran Tripoli,
prompting the internationally recognized government
to flee to the country’s far east. But with little hope of
finding work back home, workers from Asia, Africa and
other parts of the Arab world opted to stay put. More
than 100,000 Christians lived in Libya before the 2011
revolution that toppled Gaddafi, said Father Magdi, an
Egyptian priest who arrived in Libya before the upris-
ing.  “Today, we’re only about 5,000 - and less than
1,000 in Tripoli,” he said.

The Islamic State jihadist group has exploited the
chaos in Libya since the uprising to expand its influ-

ence in the country. Earlier this year, it claimed to have
executed 21 Coptic Christians-all but one of them from
Egypt-and 28 Christians originally from Ethiopia. The
international community is pressing Libya’s two rival
administrations to form a unity government and com-
bine their forces against Islamic State jihadists. As rival
politicians edge closer to a deal, Christian expats view
church as a source of relief from wider political ten-
sions.

‘Brothers and sisters’
“It’s important for me to go to church each Friday,”

said Benjamin, a Ghanaian security guard who stayed
in Libya after the 2011 uprising. 

“For a few hours every week, it feels good to be
with African brothers and sisters. I forget I’m in
Libya... I feel I’m at home.” Africans make up the
largest and most vulnerable members of Tripoli’s
Christian community, as they are often undocument-
ed migrants who came to Libya looking for work-or

the chance to cross the sea to Europe. The country
has long been a stepping stone for Africans in search
of a better life in Europe and people smugglers have
stepped up their lucrative business in the turmoil fol-
lowing Gaddafi’s death.

Joyce, a Nigerian woman who works as a cleaner,
said she often fears for her safety when returning
home. “I don’t like to walk alone in the street late at
night or take a black-and-white taxi,” she said. “If any-
thing happens, I can’t call the police.  They don’t exist
anymore.” Fellow worshippers Anthony and Rebecca
are among the rare African expats to be staying in
Libya legally, and the couple’s three sons were born in
the country. “What happens to the Libyans happens to
us too. When they feel insecure, we do too,” said
Anthony, a security guard. “Everything is expensive for
everybody and no one knows what will happen tomor-
row.” But Rebecca, who works as a cleaner, remains
optimistic: “We pray for Libya every week at church. We
pray that this country finds peace.” — AFP 

Christmas carols bring solace to Libya’s fearful Christians

WASHINGTON: As the United States negotiated this
year’s nuclear pact with Iran, the State Department
quietly agreed to spare the Gulf sultanate of Oman
from an embarrassing public rebuke over its human
rights record, rewarding a close Arab ally that helped
broker the historic deal. In a highly unusual interven-
tion, the department’s hierarchy overruled its own
staff’s assessments of Oman’s deteriorating record on
forced labor and human trafficking and inflated its
ranking in a congressionally mandated report, US offi-
cials said. 

The move, which followed protests by Oman, sug-
gests the Obama administration placed diplomatic pri-
orities over human rights to pacify an important
Middle East partner. In the weeks leading up to publi-
cation of the State Department’s influential annual
Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report, top advisers to
Secretary of State John Kerry disregarded findings by
its Middle East diplomatic bureau and a US govern-
ment office set up to independently grade global
efforts to fight human trafficking, the officials said.

In April, diplomats in the State Department’s Near
Eastern Affairs bureau and experts in the Office to
Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons agreed that
Oman would be downgraded from “Tier 2” to a status
known as “Tier 2 Watch List”, one notch above a level
that can incur US sanctions, according to an internal
department memo seen by Reuters. Oman, they
agreed, had not done enough to improve the plight of
migrant laborers and domestic workers who make up
a large part of its expatriate community.

In June, when the final report is usually published,
the advisers to Kerry took an unusual step. They put
the entire 382-page document on hold, two sources
with knowledge of the process said. “Oman was the
only hold-up,” said a State Department official, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity. In response to ques-
tions, a State Department official declined to directly
address Reuters’ findings on the Oman TIP process, say-
ing that the department sought to make the report “as
accurate and objective as possible” for all countries.
The official said the United States speaks to Oman’s
government on a variety of issues including trafficking,
but declined to comment on “private diplomatic dis-
cussions” or on the recommendations by its trafficking
experts and diplomats. The TIP ranking, the official
said, resulted from a “thorough, deliberative process”
based on year-round efforts by US embassies, foreign
government officials, non-governmental and interna-
tional organizations to gather information on human
trafficking.

But the case of Oman illustrates how even a small
country that is strategically significant to the United
States can win concessions despite Washington’s pub-
lic insistence that it bases its ranking system solely on
human rights. In its protests over the possible down-
grade, Oman stressed its broader strategic importance
to the United States, according to US officials.

While it is not unusual for a country’s ranking to be
contested between the State Department’s human
rights analysts and political bureaus such as Near
Eastern Affairs, high-level intervention to change a
ranking after those two parties have agreed is
extremely rare.

By the time this year’s TIP report was published on
July 27, five weeks later than usual, Oman’s ranking
had been maintained at “Tier 2”. “I’m not aware of a
case where something like this has happened before,”
said Mark Lagon, the TIP office’s ambassador-at-large
from 2007 to 2009 and now president of Freedom
House, an advocacy group in Washington. The reprieve
has important implications. Watch List countries are
defined as those where the absolute number of vic-
tims of severe forms of trafficking is “very significant or
significantly increasing”, according to the State

Department. Without showing measurable progress,
countries on the Watch List for two straight years are
automatically downgraded to the lowest Tier 3, a rank
that can trigger sanctions and is shared by some of the
world’s worst abusers of human rights, including North
Korea. Many countries lobby the State Department
hard to avoid that designation or to prevent approach-
ing that status. A Western diplomatic source said he
believes Kerry is “protecting Oman when it comes to
this issue,” referring to human trafficking. “John Kerry
has a good personal relationship with (Oman Foreign
Minister) Yusuf bin Alawi and a good feeling towards
Oman. So he doesn’t want to see Oman downgraded.”

Kerry’s press office declined to directly address
whether he deliberately shielded Oman in the latest
TIP report. A State Department official who took ques-
tions about Kerry’s role said the secretary made all the
decisions on TIP rankings, including Oman’s, “based
solely on the content of the report produced by State
Department staff”. “We stand by the integrity of the
process,” the official said. A Reuters investigation pub-
lished on Aug. 3 revealed a high degree of “grade infla-
tion” in this year’s rankings.

An unprecedented number of diplomatically sensi-
tive countries such as Malaysia, China, Cuba,
Uzbekistan and Mexico wound up with ratings higher
than recommended by the State Department’s own
human rights experts. In the aftermath, lawmakers
have questioned at congressional hearings whether
this year’s report was politicized, an accusation the
State Department denies.

Back-channel talks
Oman, a trusted US ally in a strategic location at

the toe of the Arabian Peninsula, prides itself as a sta-
ble presence and mediator in a region beset by con-
flict. The country of 4 million people has a “good
neighbor” policy with Iran and close relations with the
West. Its ruler, Sultan Qaboos, orchestrated secret US-
Iran contacts that began in Muscat in 2012, leading to
the first formal talks between the United States and
Iran since the 1979 Islamic Revolution and helping to
pave the way for July’s nuclear deal, a legacy-defining
foreign-policy achievement for President Barack
Obama. Oman has also won US favor in other ways,
including helping to secure the release in 2011 of

three American hikers held by Iran and taking in pris-
oners from the US military prison at Guantanamo Bay
in Cuba. In recent months, Muscat has also helped
facilitate the release of American hostages held in
Yemen and has assisted in Syria diplomacy. But it has
faced criticism by rights groups over its trafficking
record. Many victims are from India, Pakistan and
Bangladesh. Rights groups have reported complaints
including unscrupulous recruiters, confiscation of
passports by employers and physical abuse.

“The sultanate continues to work hard on TIP
issues and we take this very seriously,” Badr Albusaidi,
secretary-general of Oman’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, told Reuters. “When problems are identified,
for example a pattern of underage domestic servants
coming from a particular country, we intervene active-
ly.” He added that Oman was constantly working on
“improving hotlines, care centers, public information
and education, and agency coordination.” He said if
Oman were downgraded, it would be “unfair and
unreasonable”.

Unusual treatment
Oman has protested its trafficking ranking in the

past. When it was downgraded in 2008 to Tier 3, it
demanded a retraction, suspending all contacts with
the United States on human trafficking issues and
threatening to reassess its relationship with
Washington, according to diplomatic cables published
by Wikileaks. That impasse was resolved when Oman
was given a special 60-day grace period to make spe-
cific improvements in its anti-trafficking activities and
was then elevated to a higher tier.

US embassy officials held a series of meetings
beginning in December of last year with the Omani
Foreign Ministry, giving the Omanis “a working paper”
to shore up their anti-trafficking efforts, an Omani
source close to the matter said. The US diplomats ini-
tially said they did not want to downgrade Oman
because of “strong ties” but “they were not convinced
that Oman was taking practical steps,” said the source.
In those meetings, the Omanis made their case not to
be downgraded. The government in Muscat then
asked its embassy in Washington to make “diplomatic
attempts” to head off a downgrade, the Omani source
said. —Reuters

BEIRUT: Stretched thin and under pressure by increasing air
strikes, the Islamic State group has been forced into a defen-
sive position in areas under its control in Syria and Iraq. Last
year, the jihadist group declared a self-styled caliphate across
the borders of Syria and Iraq, sweeping quickly into Mosul and
Raqa. It also expanded beyond the Middle East, launching a
series of spectacular attacks abroad that left dozens dead. But
some experts believe the jihadist group’s luck has changed. 

“In recent months, IS’s positions along most of its fighting
fronts in Syria and Iraq have turned defensive,” says Iraqi
expert Hisham Al-Hashimi, who closely follows jihadist devel-
opments. “It has lost the initiative that it depended on to
attack its enemies,” he adds. Hashimi attributes the transfor-
mation partly to military pressure by the air wars against the
group, which has been unable to move its forces in large
columns the way it did last year.

The US-led coalition fighting IS in Syria has been growing,
with Britain and France recently conducting strikes on IS posi-
tions the war-torn country. And on September 30, Russia
began carrying out its own aerial campaign on the group, as
well as other armed groups opposed to Damascus. The raids
have destroyed IS military posts, vehicles, and oil infrastruc-
ture. Furthermore, IS’s “logistical stores have been drained,”
Hashimi says, and many of its key cross-border supply routes
have been cut in recent months. The extremist group has also
depleted another key resource: suicide bombers, which
proved crucial to IS’s lightning attacks on cities in Iraq and
Syria, but are in increasingly rare supply.

IS relying on ‘heartland’
Despite a slow start, anti-IS efforts have reaped significant

benefits in recent months. In Iraq, IS lost control of the town of
Baiji and the nearby oil refinery, as well as the flashpoint town
of Sinjar, cutting off its vital supply routes between Iraq and

Syria. And in Syria, IS has been pushed back from swathes of
territory in the northeast Hasakeh province by a Kurdish-Arab
alliance, as well as other parts of Syria by regime fighters. “IS is
being attacked on numerous fronts by various actors,” said

Syria analyst and geographical expert Fabrice Balanche.
Together, the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) in north-
east Syria and Kurdish forces in Iraq backed by American air
support have been able to squeeze IS in the border area.

Syrian government troops, meanwhile, have used the addi-
tional boost of Russia’s air power to push back against IS in the
northern Aleppo province and central Homs. “Daesh is on the
defensive. It is relying on its heartland” and launching only
local offensives, Balance says, using the Arabic acronym for IS.
That area includes the Sunni Arab zone around the Euphrates
River in Syria and across the border in northwest Iraq. To con-
tinue pushing IS back, its enemies must “understand that
Daesh retreats where the population is hostile, which is what
is happening in the Kurdish territory,” according to Balanche.
He says this is why the US-backed offensive in Iraq is focusing
on the western city of Ramadi more than Fallujah, where
locals support IS.

Propaganda battle
But IS has not lost all momentum, other analysts point out.

“While it is true that they are currently consolidating rather than
going on the offensive, they are still attracting legions of foreign
recruits, they have demonstrated that they were able to strike
everywhere,” says Karim Bitar, from the Institute for International
and Strategic Affairs. The number of foreign fighters in Iraq and
Syria has more than doubled since last year to at least 27,000
people, says a recent study by the US-based Soufan Group.

Among those, between 20 and 30 percent were return-
ing to their home countries, a dangerous development as IS
in particular eyes more spectacular attacks overseas. IS will
seek to “preoccupy the international coalition with its own
internal security” and create “racist and religious chaos”
between Muslims and the rest of the West, Hashimi says.
“Without being able to shoot down coalition planes, IS will
organize attacks in the heart of the coalition countries, like
France, to try to destabilize us and win the propaganda bat-
tle, which is likely to bring it more funding and fighters,”
Balanche adds. — AFP 

Stretched thin, pummeled from the air, Islamic State goes on defensive

In favoring Mideast ally, US 

glossed over rights record 
State Dept spares Oman from embarrassing public rebuke

DUBAI: Iran’s foreign ministry said yesterday that
Israeli lobbying was behind a new measure passed
by the US Congress that will prevent visa-free travel
to the United States for people who have visited
Iran or hold Iranian nationality. The measure, which
President Barack Obama signed into law on Friday,
also applies to Iraq, Syria and Sudan, and was intro-
duced as a security measure following the Islamic
State attacks in Paris and similar attacks in San
Bernardino.

Iran, a Shiite Muslim theocracy staunchly
opposed to Sunni radicalism, says its inclusion on
the list is intended to undermine a nuclear deal that
Tehran reached with world powers, including the
United States, in July, known as the JCPOA. Foreign
Ministry Spokesman Hossein Jaberi Ansari said in a
televised news conference that the US measure had
been passed “under pressure from the Zionist lobby
and currents opposed to the JCPOA”. Citizens of 38
countries, most of them in Europe, are eligible for
waivers under the US Visa Waiver Program. Under

the new restrictions, citizens who have visited Iran,
Iraq, Syria or Sudan in the last five years, and those
who hold dual nationality with one of those coun-
tries, are excluded.

The measure was introduced after 130 people
were killed in the Islamic State attacks in Paris on
Nov. 13. Several of the attackers had European
passports, and some had traveled to Islamic State’s
territory in Syria. Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif on Friday said it was “absurd” that Iran
should be included on the list. “No Iranian nor any-
body who visited Iran had anything to do with the
tragedies that have taken place in Paris or in San
Bernardino or anywhere else,” he said in an inter-
view with Middle East-focused website Al Monitor.

Iranian officials have said the measure will
adversely affect bilateral relations. Some suggest
the measure is effectively a new sanction against
Iran that could jeopardize the nuclear deal, which
Iran only agreed to on condition of sanctions being
lifted. —Reuters

Tehran sees Israeli lobby 

behind US visa changes

KABUL: Wounded Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers sit on beds on a ward at
Sardar Mohammed Daoud Khan Military Hospital in Kabul. —  AFP photos

KABUL: Members of hospital staff distribute lunch for wounded Afghan National
Army (ANA) soldiers at Sardar Mohammed Daoud Khan Military Hospital in Kabul. 

KABUL: The injured Taleban fighter stands
shackled, with his face covered by a ski mask and
wearing a helmet to block out noise so that, for
security reasons, he cannot tell where he is. The
insurgent was wounded while battling the
Afghan army and is now flanked by soldiers
throughout his medical treatment at the nation’s
largest military hospital.  He is cared for along-
side the very men whose comrades he once
faced in battle, and the troops are furious about
the arrangement at Kabul’s Sardar Mohammed
Daoud Khan hospital.

“We are treated in the same place, it’s very
strange but there is nothing I can do,” says
Mohammed, a soldier with a bullet wound to the
leg who is just two rooms away from his enemy.
“Senior people make these decisions for us. It’s
appalling,” he added. The Taleban “have no digni-
ty... they don’t have enough courage to be sol-
diers so they destroy our country and kill”. The
policy to treat Taleban fighters who have waged
a decade-long insurgency in Afghanistan is a
sore point at a time when casualties among
security forces are soaring. More than 4,000
Afghan soldiers and police were killed and over
8,000 wounded in the first half of the year, com-
pared to 5,000 who lost their lives in the whole of
2014, and the loss of life continues. 

‘No dignity’ 
The issue was brought sharply into the spot-

light in October, when 30 people were killed in a
US air strike on a hospital run by French charity
Doctors Without Borders (MSF) in the northern
city of Kunduz. Afghan authorities have long crit-
icized the charity for treating Taleban fighters as

well as soldiers inside its walls. The US military
put the bombing down to “human error”, while
MSF has branded it a war crime and demanded
an independent probe into the strike.

With some 400 beds, the Sardar Mohammed
Daoud Khan facility is the jewel in the crown of
the Afghan health service and it receives dozens
of soldiers every day who have been wounded
fighting the Taleban, as well as insurgents.
“Where does it hurt?” one doctor asks the
wounded militant, a prisoner at the military jail
in Bagram, north of Kabul. “Here and there,”
replies the man, pointing to his chest. A senior
hospital official said he has only been brought
“to the hospital for a few hours, the time it takes
for a consultation”.

‘I’m a doctor, not a prosecutor’ 
Kabul has played down the thorny subject,

only quietly admitting that Taleban fighters are
indeed treated. “It’s true, but we don’t talk pub-
licly about it,” said a government source on con-
dition of anonymity. 

The American head of the NATO mission in
Afghanistan declined to speak about the prac-
tice, despite repeated requests for comment by
AFP. That US funds could be paying to treat
Taleban fighters is potentially embarrassing for
Washington, which spent at least $185 million on
Afghanistan’s military health system between
2002 and 2011.

Officials at the hospital say they are abiding
by laws enshrined in the Geneva conventions,
which says those involved in conflict should not
be left without medical treatment regardless of
race, political opinion, religion or gender. —AFP

Taleban fighter treated alongside 

angry soldiers in Afghan hospital

HUSAYBA: Members of the Iraqi security forces point at destruction in the rural Husayba Al-Sharkiya area, east of
Anbar province’s capital Ramadi, as they undertake military operations to attack Islamic State (IS) group posi-
tions. — AFP 


