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Wealth gaps 
affecting school 
children in Iraq
BAGHDAD: Economic inequality is
massively affecting whether students in
war-ravaged Iraq finish school, the
United Nations children’s agency
warned Monday, urging the fledgling
government in Baghdad to spend more
on education. An economic downturn,
years of fighting and little government
support has left Iraq’s school system
lacking, UNICEF found in a new study
of more than 20,000 families. Socio-
economic status creates a huge gap in
who graduates from secondary school -
73 percent for the wealthiest students
compared to just 23 percent of the
poorest students. 

One-third of schools across the
country operate multiple shifts in an
effort to enroll as many kids as possible,
meaning students may get just a few
hours of class per day. To improve
access to education, Iraq needs 7,500

new schools, UNICEF said. “It’s to do
with the conflict, the economic collapse,
and lack of investment over the past 20
years. When the quality falls, then chil-
dren themselves march out of the class-
room,” UNICEF country director Peter
Hawkins said. “Children are the future
of this country, and a growing gap
between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’
sows discord and is detrimental for chil-
dren and for Iraq,” he added.

The wide-ranging study was the first
in seven years in Iraq. The country’s
infrastructure, including its schools, has
been hit hard by conflict, from the US-
led invasion in 2003 to years of sectarian
violence and bombings. In 2014, the
Islamic State group overran a third of
the country, implementing its own twist-
ed curriculum in schools before being
ousted from its urban strongholds last
year. And in recent months, a water crisis
in the country’s south kept many children
at home in fear of contracting diseases. 

To get more children in school, the
government must boost its spending on
education, one of the lowest rates in the
region at just 5.7 percent of total expen-
diture, UNICEF said. “Ministers: please
use this to target investment to those

children in greater need. Those children
are your future,” Hawkins urged govern-
ment members. Parliamentary divisions
mean Iraq has not appointed anyone to
head the ministries of education or high-
er education. According to Iraq’s Human

Rights Commission, more than 1,050
schools across the country have been
damaged to varying degrees by the
recent violent years. Sixty percent of the
country’s 39 million people are under the
age of 24.  —AFP

NAJAF, Iraq: Iraqi women and children load their donkey carts with bricks at a
brick factory near the holy city of Najaf. —AFP

Interpol urged 
to reject Russia 
candidate 
MOSCOW: A growing chorus of critics
is calling on Interpol to reject a Russian
candidate to lead the organization, over
fears Moscow could abuse the role to
target political opponents. The Kremlin
has denounced what it says is “interfer-
ence” in the vote, set for today at the
close of Interpol’s annual conference in
Dubai. Concerns have been raised over
Russia’s previous applications for
Interpol “Red Notices”, or international
arrest warrants, for those who have
fallen foul of the Kremlin. Russian inte-
rior ministry off icial  and current
Interpol vice president Alexander
Prokopchuk appears to be the favorite
for the position.  In an open letter this
week, a bipartisan group of US sena-
tors said that choosing Prokopchuk
would be like “putting a fox in charge
of a henhouse”. 

“Russia routinely abuses Interpol for
the purpose of settl ing scores and
harassing political opponents, dissi-
dents and journalists,” they wrote. The
senators said Prokopchuk has been
“personally involved” in this strategy

since being elected to Interpol’s execu-
tive committee. Delegates from Interpol
member countries wil l  elect a new
president to replace Meng Hongwei,
who went missing in his native China in
September. Bei j ing later informed
Interpol that Meng had resigned after
being charged with accepting bribes.
The other candidate running is South
Korea’s Kim Jong-Yang, the acting
president, and whoever is elected will
serve out Meng’s term until 2020.

‘Political persecution’
Anti-Kremlin figures have raised

concerns ahead of the vote, including
Alexei Navalny, the Russian opposition
leader who has been repeatedly jailed
by authorities.  “Our team has suffered
from abuse of Interpol for political per-
secution by Russia,” Navalny wrote on
Twitter. “I don’t think that a president
from Russia will help to reduce such
violations.”

The controversy also comes amid
security concerns over accusations of
Russian agents carrying out a spy poi-
soning in Britain and attempting to
hack the network of the global chemi-
cal weapons watchdog. Former US
ambassador to Moscow Michael
McFaul said the candidacy was “worry-
ing for anyone who believes in the rule
of law”.  Ukraine, deeply at odds with
Moscow over its annexation of Crimea

and support for separatists, threatened
to pull out of Interpol if Prokopchuk
prevailed. 

The Kremlin dismissed the US sena-
tors’ letter as a “vivid example” of an
attempt to interfere in the vote. “This is
interference ... in the election to an
international organization,” President
Vladimir Putin’s spokesman Dmitry
Peskov said. Meanwhile Moscow’s inte-

rior ministry denounced a “foreign
media campaign aimed at discrediting
Russia’s candidate”. “We consider the
politicization of Interpol... unaccept-
able,” spokeswoman Irina Volk said.
Analysts point out the position of pres-
ident is largely honorary, with much
greater influence in the hands of the
secretary general, currently Germany’s
Jurgen Stock. —AFP

SINGAPORE: Interpol vice president Alexander Prokopchuk (left) and and Meng
Hongwei, president of Interpol, attend the opening of the Interpol World Congress
in this file photo.  —AFP

Malaysia’s Najib 
questioned over 
submarine deal
KUALA LUMPUR: Fallen Malaysian leader Najib
Razak is being questioned over the purchase of two
French-made submarines, an official said yesterday,
the latest probe to engulf the former prime minister
since his government’s ousting. Najib, his wife and key
allies have been hit with a flurry of charges since his
surprise election loss earlier this year as public anger
crescendoed over a series of graft scandals.

Most of the charges have stemmed from the 1MDB
scandal where top officials allegedly looted billions
from a government fund to go on a worldwide spend-
ing spree. But the latest probe centers on a controver-
sial $1.2 billion deal signed sixteen years ago when
Najib was defense minister to purchase two
Scorpene-class submarines. “Najib is being probed
with regards to the purchase of the two Scorpene-
class submarines,” an official inside the Malaysian
Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) familiar with
the ongoing probe, told AFP.  “On Monday, MACC
officials grilled Najib for four hours over the deal,” the
officer added, requesting anonymity.

The submarine deal has long been mired in con-
troversy. French submarine maker-then called
DCNS-is alleged to have paid more than 114 million
euros ($134 million) in kickbacks to a shell company
linked to Abdul Razak Baginda, a close Najib associ-
ate who brokered the deal. Razak Baginda’s
Mongolian mistress Altantuya Shaariibuu, who was
said to have demanded a cut for translating during
negotiations, was shot dead and her body blown up
with military-grade plastic explosives near Kuala
Lumpur in 2006. The case sank off the radar after a
Malaysian court in 2008 cleared Razak Baginda of
abetting the murder, sparking allegations of a huge
cover-up to protect Najib. —Reuters

SEOUL: Pyongyang blew up 10 guard posts in the
Demilitarized Zone yesterday as the two Koreas pur-
sue a reconciliation drive, even while denuclearization
talks stall between the US and the North. The move is
one of the steps agreed during the Pyongyang sum-
mit between the South’s President Moon Jae-in and
the North’s leader Kim Jong Un in Pyongyang in
September. The North told the South that it would
blow up the 10 facilities almost simultaneously,
Seoul’s defense ministry said, adding that Southern
soldiers “observed and con-
firmed the guard posts were
completely ruined at the
announced time”.

Seoul has been tearing
down 10 guard posts of its
own, mostly using excavators,
a defense ministry spokesman
said. The North has more of
the facilities - which include
both surface structures and
underground elements - and
according to Yonhap news
agency the moves will leave it with around 150 in the
area, with the South having about 50. The dovish
Moon has pursued a policy of engagement with its iso-
lated, nuclear-armed neighbor, in increasing contrast
to Washington, which insists pressure should be main-
tained on Pyongyang until it denuclearizes.

Despite its name the area around the DMZ is one
of the most fortified places on earth, replete with
minefields and barbed-wire fences. But under plans
to ease tensions agreed in Pyongyang, the two

Koreas are demilitarizing the border truce village of
Panmunjom, to leave it manned by 35 unarmed per-
sonnel from each side. Officially called the Joint
Security Area (JSA), the enclave is the only spot
along the 250-kilometre (155-mile) frontier where
soldiers from the two Koreas and the US-led UN
Command stand face to face.

US blacklists S African 
Meanwhile, the US Treasury placed a Russian-born

South African man on its
sanctions blacklist Monday
for allegedly helping North
Korea avoid an international
embargo on its energy pur-
chases. The Treasury said
Vladlen Amtchentsev worked
with Velmur Management Pte
and Transatlantic Partners
Pte to buy fuel oil and gasoil
to ship to North Korea even
though that was forbidden by
US sanctions. The companies,

which are also accused of laundering millions of dol-
lars for Pyongyang, have already been placed on the
US sanctions blacklist.

The sanctions forbid Americans or American busi-
nesses from doing business with those named. Their
property under US jurisdiction is also frozen. The US
has used economic sanctions to step up pressure on
North Korea to give up its nuclear weapons and bal-
listic missile programs. “North Korea depends upon
the help of criminals and illicit actors to raise and

transfer funds,” said Treasury Secretary Steven
Mnuchin in a statement. “As part of our commitment
to the final, fully verified denuclearization of North

Korea, Treasury will continue to enforce and imple-
ment sanctions against any actor that seeks to aid the
regime’s deceptive practices.” —Agencies

The two Koreas pursue a reconciliation drive

North Korea blows up frontline 
bunkers in Demilitarized Zone

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (left) visit the Taegwan factory at an undisclosed location in North
Korea. —AFP
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Erdogan rejects a
European court’s 
‘non-binding’ ruling 
ANKARA: President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yesterday rejected a
European Court of Human Rights’ ruling that Kurdish leader
Selahattin Demirtas should be released, saying Turkey was not
bound by the court’s decisions. Demirtas, a former co-chief of the
leftist pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), has been
imprisoned since November 2016 over alleged links to Kurdish
militants. “The decisions delivered by the ECHR do not bind us,”
Erdogan was quoted as saying by the state-run Anadolu news
agency after a meeting of his ruling party. “We will make our

counter-attack and get this business over with,” the president
added, without elaborating. The Strasbourg-based ECHR
enforces the European Convention on Human Rights and is a
body of the Council of Europe (CoE), of which Turkey has been a
member since 1950.

After Erdogan spoke, a CoE spokesman said: “Under Article
46 of the Convention all member states are bound by the rulings
of the Court.” The ECHR earlier yesterday said while it accepted
that Demirtas had been arrested on “reasonable suspicion” of
committing a crime, the court criticized the reasons for keeping
him in jail. The extension of his detention - through an April 2017
referendum on expanding Erdogan’s powers and June 2018 pres-
idential polls where Demirtas ran as a candidate - was aimed at
“stifling pluralism and limiting freedom of political debate”, it said.

At the time of his arrest, Demirtas, 45, was a member of par-
liament. “The court therefore held, unanimously, that the respon-
dent state was to take all necessary measures to put an end to the

applicant’s pre-trial detention,” it added. Turkey was ordered to
pay Demirtas 10,000 euros ($11,492) in damages and 15,000
euros towards his legal costs. The HDP is repeatedly accused by
Ankara of being the political front of the outlawed Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), which the second main opposition party
denies.

The PKK is proscribed as a terror group by Ankara and its
Western allies. Demirtas faces up to 142 years in jail if convicted
of other charges relating to alleged links to PKK militants. He was
in September sentenced to four years and eight months for dis-
seminating propaganda on behalf of the PKK. Demirtas and the
HDP have repeatedly denied the charges against him, insisting
that he is a target because of his opposition to Erdogan. The
CoE’s chief Thorbjorn Jagland in February warned Turkey over
“casting the net too widely” in the mass crackdown that followed
the 2016 failed coup, saying the situation had resulted in a back-
log of cases at the ECHR. —AFP Powerful Ethiopian 

party accuses govt 
of ethnic crackdown
ADDIS ABABA: A powerful party in Ethiopia’s govern-
ment accused authorities of arresting members of its
ethnic group in a politically-driven crackdown - an
unprecedented public charge exposing deep rifts at the
heart of the ruling elite. The accusation marked growing
tensions between elements in the Tigrayan People’s
Liberation Front (TPLF) - a movement that has domi-
nated Ethiopia for decades - and new reformist prime
minister Abiy Ahmed who has upended politics with a
string of radical reforms.

At least 79 security officers, officials, businessmen
and women, many of them Tigrayan, have been arrested
since last week - under what the government said was a
clamp-down on corruption and mistreatment of prison-
ers. Amnesty International and other rights groups have
welcomed the arrests. But TPLF chair Debretsion
Gebremichael said on Monday the arrests ordered
under “the pretext of corruption and human rights are
being used to attack Tigrayans”. The prime minister’s
office did not immediately respond to a request for
comment on Debretsion’s remarks.

Abiy’s rise - as Ethiopia’s first leader from the majori-
ty Oromo group - had transformed decades-old hierar-
chies in the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front (EPRDF) coalition that was founded by the TPLF
and came to power in 1991. Soon after Abiy was inaugu-
rated in April, he made peace with long-time foe Eritrea
and started pushing reforms he said were meant to rein
in the military and security services and limit their
involvement in the economy - changes that have been
largely welcomed by Western powers. —Reuters


