
Opposition chief 
Corbyn ‘sorry’ for 
election wipeout 
LONDON: Britain’s main opposition leader Jeremy
Corbyn apologized yesterday for waging a disas-
trous campaign that handed Prime Minister Boris
Johnson a mandate to take the UK out of the EU
next month. But the veteran socialist defended his
far-left platform and blamed the media for helping
relegate his century-old party to its worst perform-
ance since before World War II. “I will make no
bones about it. The election result on Thursday was
a body blow for everyone who so desperately needs
real change in our country,” Corbyn wrote in the
Sunday Mirror newspaper. “I wanted to unite the
country that I love but I’m sorry that we came up
short and I take my responsibility for it.”

Thursday’s snap general election turned into a re-
run of the 2016 EU membership referendum in which
Johnson championed the Brexit cause. Johnson now
commands an 80-vote majority in the 650-seat
House of Commons - a margin last enjoyed by the
late Tory icon Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s. A
sombre but combative Corbyn said Friday that he
will step aside once Labour completes a period of
“reflection” about its mistakes. 

The party is expected to have a new leader in

place before England votes yet again in local polls in
May. Yet the 70-year-old has no clear successor
after a year of infighting between a protectionist old
guard backed by the unions and more metropolitan
members with pro-European views. Corbyn tried to
find a balance between the two camps by taking a
neutral position on Brexit - a decision that Labour
finance spokesman John McDonnell proved to be
fatal. “What we tried to do is bring both sides
together and we failed,” McDonnell told the BBC.

Labour’s campaign was also dogged by allega-
tions of anti-Semitism that forced a handful of senior
lawmakers to resign. Corbyn tried to shift the cam-
paign’s focus on bread-and-butter social issues
important to Labour voters. “But despite our best
efforts, this election was ultimately about Brexit,”
Corbyn admitted in his letter. “The Tory campaign,
amplified by most of the media, managed to per-
suade many that only Boris Johnson could ‘get Brexit
done’,” he said in reference to Johnson’s campaign
slogan. “We will learn the lessons of this defeat.”

Soul-searching 
The soul-searching and recriminations have been

accompanied by questions in other Western coun-
tries about how far left traditionally liberal voters are
prepared to go. “Look what happens when the
Labour party moves so, so far to the left,” US
Democratic presidential hopeful Joe Biden warned
Friday. Yet Corbyn signaled yesterday that he want-
ed to leave behind a radical legacy that keeps

Labour’s focus on vast
social spending and
redistribution of wealth.

He came under intense
criticism from more mod-
erate supporters Sunday
for claiming that his plat-
form ultimately proved
right. “I am proud that on
austerity, on corporate
power, on inequality and
on the climate emergency
we have won the argu-
ments and rewritten the
terms of political debate,”
he wrote in a separate column in The Observer
newspaper. Several prominent Labour members who
are viewed as potential leaders sharply disagreed.
“It’s time to try something different, rather than re-
enacting old battles,” lawmaker Jess Phillips wrote in
The Observer. “Everywhere I campaign, I heard the
same thing. It was less about Brexit and more about
belief. In these places of generations of Labour vot-
ing, they did not believe a Labour government would
or could deliver for them.”

Labour parliamentarian Lisa Nandy agreed that
the party had “lost touch with the day-to-day...
experience of many of the people we want to repre-
sent”. “If we are going to represent the country, we
need to understand it, to see it as it really is, not how
we might imagine it  to be,” she wrote in The
Observer.  —AFP
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Smog forces schools
to shut in Iran 

TEHRAN: Air pollution forced schools to close yesterday in
parts of Iran including Tehran, as the capital lay under a thick
cloud of smog considered hazardous to health. The pollution lev-
el in the capital was “unhealthy for sensitive groups” and officials
warned the young, elderly and people with respiratory illnesses
to stay indoors, with sporting activities suspended.

The decision to shut schools in the capital was announced
late Saturday by deputy governor Mohammad Taghizadeh, after
a meeting of an emergency committee on air pollution. “All of
(Tehran) province’s schools except for Firuzkuh and Damavand
counties are closed for Sunday,” he said, quoted by state news
agency IRNA. Schools in the capital will close today, the third
day of the Iranian working week, he added later in a state TV
interview. An “odd-even” traffic scheme based on vehicles’ regis-
tration numbers was imposed to restrict traffic in the capital,
IRNA reported. Trucks were banned outright in Tehran province.
Taghizadeh added that all activities at Tehran province’s numer-
ous sand quarries would also be halted. Schools were also closed
in the northern province of Alborz and in the central cities of
Qom and Arak, IRNA reported. “We are forced to live with and
tolerate this situation,” a Tehrani dentist, giving her name as Iran,
told AFP. “I think no one does their job properly in this country,
be it the authorities or the people,” she added, fumbling with a
white mask, worn commonly on the capital’s polluted days.

Grey cloud 
A grey cloud hung over Tehran yesterday, obstructing the

view of the mountains overlooking the city to the north. Average
airborne concentration of the finest and most hazardous parti-
cles (PM2.5) was at 145 micrograms per cubic metre for the 24
hours until yesterday noon, according to government website
air.tehran.ir. That is close to six times the World Health
Organization’s recommended maximum of 25 microgrammes
per m3. Tehran citizens AFP talked to blamed the authorities for
rampant construction and lack of public transport diversifica-
tion, leading to continuous pollution in the capital. “As long as
officials sit in cars with grey-tinted glass, they don’t realize
there’s air pollution. Once they sit in cars like mine, they’ll know
the air is polluted and something must be done,” said
Mohammad, a taxi driver. He said the solution is the “electrifica-
tion of public transport” such as buses and taxis and expanding
Tehran’s usually crammed metro.

For the Tehrani Reza, the main suspect is the municipality
because of “the construction permits given without considering
that there must be green spaces, too”. To them, “money comes
before citizens’ health,” Reza said. The problem worsens in
Tehran during winter, when cold air and a lack of wind traps
hazardous smog over the city for days on end, a phenomenon
known as thermal inversion. —AFP

AHMEDABAD, India: A Muslim man holds a placard as he participates along with others in a peaceful protest against the Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB) and the National Register of Citizens (NRC) yesterday. —AFP

TEHRAN: A general view taken from northern Tehran shows
a blanket of smog covering the city as heavy pollution hit
the Iranian capital yesterday. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: For the past  two
decades India has been enthusiastical-
ly feted in Washington, with politicians
across the spectrum eager to nurture
an alliance between the world’s two
largest democracies. But as Prime
Minister Narendra Modi pushes for-
ward his Hindu nationalist agenda,
India has suddenly found itself in an
unusual position - facing reprimands
from the United States.

Few observers expect a serious
deterioration of relations, and India’s
foreign and defense ministers are due
in  Washington on Wednesday for
wide-ranging talks that could further
boost the countries’ military relation-
ship. Still, Washington’s long reveren-
tial tone toward India, including mut-
ed reactions on human rights issues,
has shifted after Modi revoked auton-
omy to Muslim-majority Kashmir and
parliament passed a citizenship law
that  opponents  say discr iminates
against Muslims.

Af ter  the  c i t i zensh ip  law’s
approva l , a  State  Department
spokesperson sa id :  “The Uni ted
States  urges India  to  protect  the
rights of its religious minorities in
keeping with India’s constitution and
democratic values.” Sam Brownback,
the US envoy on religious freedom,
voiced respect for India’s institutions.
However he said the United States
was “concerned” with the citizenship
bill, and called on India to “abide by

its constitutional commitments.”
Criticism has been more strongly

worded from outside the administra-
t ion . A resolut ion proposed by
Representat ive Pramila Jayapal , a
Democrat born in India, urges New
Delhi to free people rounded up in
Kashmir since autonomy was termi-
nated in  August , to  l i f t  remaining
restrictions on communications and to
allow human rights observers and for-
eign journal is ts  to  enter. I t  a lso
impl ic i t ly  cr i t ic izes  India ’s  r iva l
Pakistan, acknowledging the chal-
lenges from “state-sponsored cross-
border terrorism”.

Call for sanctions 
In the most outspoken criticism, the

US Commission on International
Religious Freedom called for sanctions
to be considered against  Home
Minister Amit Shah - a stalwart of the
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party - over the
citizenship bill. The Commission, which
advises the US government but does
not set policy, called the bill “a danger-
ous turn in the wrong direction”.

The citizenship bill has set off dead-
ly protests. Critics, including opposi-
tion figures, say Modi is excluding the
country’s 200 million Muslims from a
definit ion of  what i t  means to be
Indian. The Modi government denies
that is the intention, saying that the law
fast-tracks citizenship for religious
minorities from Pakistan, Bangladesh

and Afghanistan and does not include
Muslims because they do not need
such protection in India.

India’s foreign ministry denounced
the criticism by the US religious free-
dom commission, saying that anyone
regardless of faith can still seek citi-
zenship through regular channels. It is
“regrettable that the body has chosen
to be guided only by its prejudices and
biases on a matter on which it clearly
has little knowledge,” foreign ministry
spokesman Raveesh Kumar said in a
statement. India has contacted al l
members of the House Foreign Affairs
Committee about Kashmir, telling them
that the reforms wil l  st imulate the
economy, officials said.

Impact in question 
Since president Bill Clinton’s land-

mark 2000 vis i t  to India, the two
countries estranged in the Cold War
have been steadily building relations,
with New Delhi becoming one of the
biggest buyers of US weapons. The
dialogue Wednesday is likely to look
for ways to boost economic and
strategic cooperation in the face of a
rising China. Michael Kugelman, a
South Asia expert at the Woodrow
Wilson International  Center for
Scholars, noted that the toughest criti-
cism of India has come from institu-
tions with little responsibility for man-
aging US-India relations. He said that
many lawmakers were responding to

const i tuents, including Pakistani-
Americans.

But while doubting the overall rela-
tionship was in trouble, Kugelman said
the misgivings were sincere. “I do think
that Washington, l ike most other
Western capitals, holds India to a par-
ticularly high standard,” Kugelman
said. “I think there is some genuine
surprise and disappointment that the
world’s largest democracy appears to
be undercutting its longstanding and
fundamental traditions of secularism,
democracy and pluralism,” he said.

President Donald Trump has sent
mixed messages. He stunned India in
July when he told Pakistan he was
ready to mediate on Kashmir, on which
New Delhi  has refused outside
involvement. But Trump two months
later joined Modi at a joint rally in
Houston, where the two bonded by
vowing together to f ight “radical
Islamic terrorism”.

A congressional  a ide said that
Trump - both through his words and
his own hardline approach against
immigrat ion -  had muddled what
would have been a unified message,
allowing India to cast concerns on its
record as  coming just  f rom
Democrats. The aide said there was
“totally bipartisan” concern on India’s
direction - but acknowledged that US
criticism was unlikely to sway Modi.
“Domestic politics are going to rule
the day,” he said.  —AFP
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