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IDOMENI, Greece: After a night on the
Greek-Macedonian frontier in sub-zero
temperatures, some 2,000 mainly Syrian
refugees yesterday resumed their tortu-
ous trek to northern Europe that was tem-
porarily blocked by a border closure by
Skopje. “I’m very happy the problem is
resolved,” said 19-year old Imad. “I want to
go to Germany to study”.

Imad and some 1,200 other conflict
refugees from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan
had just spent the night in heated tents
operated by aid groups.

Though cramped and stifling with the
scent of body odour, the tents were
nonetheless preferable to sleeping on
parked buses-which is exactly what

another 600 refugees had to do for lack of
available space. Macedonia this week
decided to close its border with Greece,
and only reopened it yesterday for
refugees wishing to go to Germany or
Austria. 

“The border crossing for migrants near
(the Macedonian border town of)
Gevgelija opened early this morning, but
only those migrants whose Greek registra-
tion papers show their final destination as
Germany or Austria can enter,” a senior
police official in Skopje told AFP.

Greek police lend a hand by duly
adding ‘Germany’ or ‘Austria’ to the
refugees’ registration papers. By midday,
some 400 people had crossed the border.

“It’s a temporary procedure to reduce
pressure on the camp, which can only
accommodate 1,500 people at most,” a
Greek police source said. Aid groups had
warned that their resources had been
stretched to capacity, raising fears for the
fate of families with small children already
suffering from colds.

Wood fires are burning in barrels out-
side the tents, and benches have been
brought up so the refugees don’t have to
sit on the freezing soil.

“If this flow continues there is no possi-
bility for accommodation,” said Antonis
Rigas, head of the local Doctors Without
Borders mission to the Greek side of the
frontier. “It gets very cold at night. Early

this morning the temperature was minus
seven Celsius (19 Fahrenheit),” he said.
Leading children’s charities have warned
that young refugees were at serious risk
from the bitterly cold Balkan weather, as
figures showed 31,000 refugees and eco-
nomic migrants had arrived in Greece
already this year.

Among them is Bashar Darwish, a gui-
tarist with Syrian rock group Khebez
Dawlem, three of whose bandmates have
already reached Berlin.

“I want to rejoin them and continue
giving concerts,” he says. “Our songs are
about war, xenophobia, racism. We are
people with the same problems and con-
cerns as Europeans,” he says. —AFP

Refugees cross after Macedonia reopens Greek border

TEHRAN: Iran’s president has criticized
moves by a powerful committee to
exclude thousands of candidates, mostly
reformists, from next month’s parliamen-
tary election, saying yesterday the decision
could undermine the vote’s legitimacy.

Hassan Rouhani openly questioned the
actions of the Guardian Council, a conser-
vative-dominated panel that vets all
prospective lawmakers, after it said
Monday that 60 percent of 12,000 election
hopefuls had been excluded.

Reformists, largely sidelined from
Iranian politics since the disputed 2009 re-

election of hardline conservative president
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, bore the brunt of
the vetting, with just one percent of its
hopefuls winning approval.Speaking in
Tehran, Rouhani was warmly applauded
when he suggested the public would see
through steps that could amount to
favoritism, saying it would dent the ballot’s
competitiveness.

“It is called the House of the Nation, not
the house of one faction,” he told an audi-
ence of provincial governors, implying that
not only conservatives should contest the
election for seats in parliament.

“If there is one faction and the other is
not there, they don’t need the February 26

elections, they go to the parliament,”
Rouhani said, laughing but then scorning
such a prospect.

“No official without the vote of the peo-
ple would be legitimate. Executors and
observers should pay attention that the
law is respected.”

Rouhani’s intervention came after the
Guardian Council said only 40 percent of
all candidates had been deemed eligible.
The reformist camp, which disputed
Ahmadinejad’s re-election as president
seven years ago, alleging widespread
fraud, largely ignored the country’s last

legislative polls in 2012, meaning it has
few MPs.

But the movement has regrouped
since Rouhani, a moderate cleric, took
office in 2013, raising hopes of a come-
back. The election vetting process has
been contentious for months and on
Monday the Guardian Council revealed
its initial list. Only 30 reformists from
3,000 applicants were approved,
according to the movement’s officials.
The poll, following Iran’s nuclear deal
with world powers, is widely seen an
opportunity for reformists and moder-
ates close to Rouhani to make gains
against a currently dominant conserva-

tive camp in parliament.
His remarks underscored tension about

the elections following the nuclear agree-
ment his government struck with the
United States and five other major world
powers.

Urges rethink 
Iran’s president was elected in a land-

slide having pledged to end the nuclear
crisis, which peaked during
Ahmadinejad’s tenure when sanctions bit
ever deeper, crippling Iran’s economy.

But the July 14 nuclear deal finally lift-
ed those sanctions on Saturday and
Rouhani is seeking to build momentum
for domestic reforms, a prospect more
likely if there are fewer hardline conserva-
tive MPs to block his legislation.

Some lawmakers fiercely opposed
Iran’s concessions that led to the nuclear
deal, despite the long-running talks hav-
ing the backing of Iran’s supreme leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Those rejected from running in next
month’s vote can appeal. The Guardian
Council will publish a final list of approved
candidates on February 4. In pushing for a
rethink over the exclusions, Rouhani drew
a contrast between parliamentary repre-
sentation for Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians
and other religious minorities in Iran,
against larger groups.

“They are 10,000, 20,000,” he said. “Yet
there is a faction in this country with seven
or 10 million,” he added, again alluding to
reformists.

The president said he had asked Vice
President Eshaq Jahangiri as well as the
interior and intelligence ministers, who
often assist the Guardian Council in fact-
finding on candidates, to consult further,
regarding the rejections.

Rouhani insisted the government
didn’t back any political faction but it
wanted more dialogue to ensure “impar-
tiality and a sound rivalry” at the polls. “As
the leader said a very vibrant and lively
election with long queues at the ballot
boxes” is desirable, Rouhani added, refer-
ring to Khamenei.

On Wednesday, Khamenei, 76, urged a
strong turnout, arguing that those “who
approve of the system, its interests and
national values” should be elected. —AFP
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TEHRAN: A handout picture provided by the office of Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani shows him (C, background) delivering a speech to provin-
cial governors in Tehran yesterday. —AFP

Tunisia police, 

rioters clash in 

more job protests
KASSERINE: Tunisian police firing tear gas clashed
with hundreds of protesters who tried to storm local
government buildings in several towns yesterday in
the third day of rioting over jobs, resident said.

At least one policeman has been killed in some of
the worst protests in Tunisia since the 2011 uprising
that toppled autocrat Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali. That trig-
gered a series of “Arab Spring” revolts in the region
that swept long-standing leaders from power.

Several thousands of youths demonstrated yester-
day outside the local government office in Kasserine,
the impoverished central town where protests began
this week after a young man killed himself after appar-
ently being refused a public job. Police fired tear gas to
disperse protesters trying to storm local government
buildings in other towns, Jamdouba, Beja and Skira,
and in Sidi Bouzid, where youths chanted “Jobs or
Another Revolution,” according state media and local
residents.

President Beji  Caid Essebsi’s government
announced on Wednesday it would seek to hire more
than 6,000 young unemployed people from Kasserine,
and start construction projects. On Thursday hundreds
came to sign up for work, but tensions were still high.

“I’ve been out of work for 13 years, and I am a quali-
fied technician. We are not looking for handouts just
our right to work,” protester Mohamed Mdini told
Reuters in Kasserine where crowds were angrily chanti-
ng, “Work, Freedom, Dignity.”

The protests have evoked memories of the suicide
of a struggling young market vendor in December
2010 that became a catalyst for the Tunisian 2011
“Arab Spring” uprising which inspired angry mass
protests across the Arab world. Tunisia has been held
up as a model for democratic progress since that upris-
ing with free elections and a modern constitution. The
country managed to mostly avoid the violent upheaval
in other countries that toppled long-standing leaders.

But for many Tunisians, the revolution has not deliv-
ered on economic promises. Jobs, high living costs and
a lack of opportunities remain the priority for many
young Tunisians.

Three major Islamist militant attacks in Tunisia last
year have also hit the economy hard, especially the
tourism industry which is a key source of revenue and
employment.

Unemployment rose to 15.3 percent in 2015 com-
pared with 12 percent in 2010, driven by weak growth
and a decline in investment coupled with a rise in the
number of university graduates, who comprise one-
third of jobless Tunisians. —Reuters


