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Russia launched its own Syrian air campaign in September
but the West suspects the Russian bombardment is aimed at
propping up the regime of President Bashar Al-Assad, a dif-
ference that risks driving a wedge through the summit.
European Union President Donald Tusk told reporters that
Russian actions in Syria must be focused on Islamic State and
not the anti-Assad opposition. 

The summit saw the first encounter between Obama and
Putin since Russia launched its Syrian air campaign. Their icy
body language at previous encounters has grabbed as many
headlines as their comments. A White House official said
Obama and Putin agreed on the need for UN-sponsored
peace talks and a ceasefire to resolve years of war in Syria.
The two leaders spoke during a short and unannounced
summit meeting over a coffee table. “President Obama and
President Putin agreed on the need for a Syrian-led and
Syrian-owned political transition, which would be preceded
by UN-mediated negotiations between the Syrian opposition
and regime as well a ceasefire,” the official told reporters after
the meeting. 

The two “held a constructive discussion” that lasted about
35 minutes, the official added, calling the need for a solution
for Syria “an imperative made all the more urgent by the hor-
rifying terrorist attacks in Paris”. The official, who wished to
remain anonymous, said Obama welcomed efforts by all
nations to confront Islamic State jihadists in Syria amid
Western suspicions that Russia’s intervention is really aimed
at propping up Syrian President Bashar al-Assad.

A top Kremlin official said that while Moscow and
Washington shared “strategic objectives” to fight Islamic
State, divergences still existed. “Differences on tactics still

remain,” Putin’s foreign policy advisor Yuri Ushakov told
reporters on the sidelines of the summit. Obama also offered
his “deep condolences for the loss of Russian life” in the
bombing of a Metrojet passenger flight in Egypt killing all
224 people on board in Russia’s worst air disaster. 

Erdogan used the summit to cement his status as a global
leader after winning a resounding victory in an election last
month, held three weeks after a twin suicide bombing in
Ankara that killed 102 people and was blamed on Islamic
State militants. All musical events, including at the official
dinner yesterday night, have been cancelled as a mark of
respect for the Paris victims and Turkish state media said the
already tight security at the summit was stepped up. Turkey
is deeply opposed to Russia’s air strikes but has received only
a lukewarm reaction so far to its proposal for a safe zone free
of Islamic State jihadists to be created inside Syria as a haven
for refugees. Top diplomats gathered in Vienna on Saturday
agreed a fixed calendar for Syria that would see a transition
government in six months and elections in 18 months but
failed to agree on the future of Assad. The refugee crisis is a
key topic at the summit here, with Turkey housing some 2.2
million Syrian refugees from the conflict but the European
Union urging Ankara to do more to prevent migrants under-
taking risky boat crossings to the EU.

European Commission head Jean-Claude Juncker
warned that the attacks in Paris should in no way poison
the sensitive debate over refugees. “Those who organised,
who perpetrated the attacks are the very same people who
the refugees are fleeing and not the opposite,” Juncker
said. Discussions on climate change will assume greater
importance than usual coming just ahead of a UN confer-
ence in Paris that aims to agree a global pact to curb warm-
ing of the planet. — Agencies 

World leaders unite to condemn Paris...
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Greek and Serbian authorities have confirmed the pass-
port belonged to a man who registered as a refugee in
October on the island of Leros and applied for asylum in
Serbia a few days later. 

But European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker,
who has urged EU countries to take in refugees, said there
was no need for a complete review of the bloc’s policies.
“Those who organized, who perpetrated the attacks are the
very same people who the refugees are fleeing and not the
opposite,” he said.

Paris was plunged into three days of mourning as resi-
dents struggled to come to terms with the latest shock, 10
months after jihadists hit satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo
and a Jewish supermarket. Although much of the city was
shut and the government had banned public demonstra-
tions on security grounds, thousands flocked to lay flowers
and lit candles at the sites of the violence. 

By early evening, the Place de la Republique square was
full of people standing in quiet solidarity while many more

joined a solemn memorial at Notre Dame cathedral.
Meanwhile, outside the Bataclan venue, 38-year-old Herve
came to pay his respects with his six-year-old son. “We need
to get out, you shouldn’t stay at home,” he told AFP. “You
need to go out and look, get a feel for yourself of what hap-
pened.”

The Islamic State group said they carried out the attacks
that left a trail of destruction. The group said they were act-
ing in revenge for French air strikes in Syria and threatened
further violence in France “as long as it continues its Crusader
campaign”. President Francois Hollande has called the assault
an “act of war” and vowed to hit back “without mercy”.
Forensic teams were still scouring the Bataclan venue, where
three attackers burst in shouting “Allahu akbar” (God is great-
est) and sprayed gunfire during a gig by Californian band
Eagles of Death Metal. They are believed to have executed
hostages one by one after rounding them up near the stage.
Videos have shown terrified people scrambling out of a door
and hanging out of windows to escape the violence. As
armed police stormed the venue, two gunmen blew them-
selves up, while the third was shot by police. — AFP 

Three brothers tied to Paris attacks
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But in some upmarket neighborhoods of northern Tehran,
a city of 12 million, it is not uncommon to see women’s
scarves wrapped around their shoulders. “A number of offi-
cials, army and government chiefs and covert police agents
have been given access to a system set up to report the viola-
tions,” Montazer-ol-Mehdi said of the latest campaign. “These
trustees will report the license plate of violators and the cars
will be flagged for further investigation.”

Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei accused fast-
driving wealthy youngsters in April of creating “psychological
insecurity” on the streets after two high-speed accidents killed
five people. “I hear that young people from the generation of
wealth, a generation intoxicated by their money, are driving
luxury cars and parading in the streets, making the streets
insecure,” he said, quoted by his website.

Meanwhile, Iranian authorities have arrested administra-
tors of more than 20 groups on the messaging app Telegram
for spreading “immoral content”, semi-official Fars news
agency reported yesterday, the latest detentions in a clamp-
down on freedom of expression. In recent weeks, Iran’s pow-
erful hardline Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) has
rounded up a number of artists, journalists and US citizens,
citing fears of Western “infiltration”.

Their campaign coincides with Iran beginning the imple-
mentation of a nuclear deal signed with world powers in July,
which hardliners oppose for fear it will open up Iranian society
to what they see as corrupting Western influences. The
Telegram groups were targeted for their “immoral content”,
Montazer-ol-Mehdi was quoted as saying by Fars. He also said
more than 100 “hackers” had been arrested in the past month,
without giving more details.

Telegram’s Chief Executive Pavel Durov said last month
that Iranian authorities had demanded he hand over “spying
and censorship tools”, and temporarily blocked the app
when he refused. He was later informed by Iran’s Ministry of
Information that the request was “not authorized by any
higher authorities”. The IRGC announced the Telegram users’
arrests last week, saying they had shared images and text
“insulting to Iranian officials” as well as “satire and sexual
advice”. At the time, the judiciary denied any such arrests
had occurred. It has not commented on Sunday’s reports.

Last week, UN human rights investigators called on the
authorities to cease arresting, harassing and prosecuting
journalists and other activists to pave the way for free
debate ahead of parliamentary elections in February. Under
the nuclear deal, Tehran agreed to curb its nuclear program
in exchange for an easing of sanctions on its economy.  Iran
always denied Western suspicions it wanted to develop a
nuclear weapon.

Smartphone messaging applications are highly popular
in Iran, where half of the population is aged 24 or younger.
The Islamic Republic has some of the strictest controls on
Internet access in the world, but its blocks on social media
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube are rou-
tinely bypassed by the tech-savvy. Several branches of the
security establishment monitor content, including the IRGC.
Infractions on social media can result in harsh sentences
from the hardline judiciary. Last year, 11 people were arrest-
ed by the IRGC for insulting Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini,
the Islamic Republic’s founder, on messaging services
WhatsApp, Tango, Viber and Telegram. Telegram, which was
launched in 2013, has become popular among activists and
ordinary Iranians because it is seen as being more secure
than its rivals.— Agencies 

Unveiled Iran drivers to have cars...

PARIS: A bird flies in front of the Eiffel Tower yesterday,which remained closed on the first of three days of national mourning.— AP  

ANTALYA: US President Barack Obama poses for photographs along with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud during a meeting on the sidelines of the G20 summit yesterday. — AFP 


