
Mosque re-opened 
months after 
Kashmir 
autonomy stripped 
SRINAGAR: Kashmir’s main mosque re-
opened for prayers yesterday for the first time
since the restive valley’s semi-autonomous sta-
tus was axed by New Delhi in August and a
curfew imposed.

The area where the Jamia Masjid in
Kashmir’s main city of Srinagar is located is a
hotbed of anti-Indian sentiment, with Friday
prayers that attract thousands of worshippers
—  often followed by street protests. Locals
believe the recent closure was the longest the
13th-century mosque had endured since
Kashmir was split between India and Pakistan
in 1947 after independence from Britain.

“I was sitting at home when I heard the
azan (call for prayer) coming from the Jamia
Masjid. I couldn’t believe my ears and came
running to offer prayers here for the first time
in four-and-a-half months,” Mohamad Iqbal,
55, told AFP. “It feels like I’m breathing again.
No doubt my happiness knows no bounds
today, but the saddest thing is that the Kashmir

dispute is yet to be resolved.”
Some 70 worshippers were led by Mufti

Ghulam Rasool in afternoon prayers inside the
sprawling mosque, which can accommodate
30,000 faithful.

Before the crackdown, chief cleric and influ-
ential separatist leader Mirwaiz Umar Farooq
delivered sermons and political messages at
the mosque every Friday. He is among thou-

sands of people, including separatist leaders
opposed to Indian rule, taken into custody by
authorities after New Delhi’s autonomy move.
Worshippers at the mosque told AFP they fear
it would not be kept open for Friday prayers.

Other mosques and shrines in Muslim-
majority Indian Kashmir have faced similar
restrictions at different times on large gather-
ings during the lockdown. — AFP

BAGHDAD: The United States has called on Baghdad
to “take actions” to protect US interests in the country
after a flurry of attacks that have been blamed on
Iranian-backed groups. Tehran wields growing influ-
ence in Iraq, particularly through armed factions. Since
October 28, ten rocket attacks have targeted areas
where US soldiers and diplomats are stationed.

They have not been claimed, but the United States
has blamed Iranian-backed Shiite paramilitary groups.
US Defense Secretary Mark Esper told reporters on
Monday he had expressed “concern about the optics in
attacks on bases in Iraq where US troops and material
might be,” in a call with outgoing prime minister Adel
Abdel Mahdi.

The US has “a right of self-defense that we would
ask our Iraqi partners to take proactive actions... to get
that under control, because it’s not good for anybody,”
he told Abdel Mahdi.

Abdel Mahdi’s office released a statement earlier
Monday confirming the phone call and asking everyone
“to spare no effort to prevent an escalation that will
threaten all parties”.

“Unilateral decisions will trigger negative reactions
that will make it more difficult to control the situation
and will threaten Iraq’s security, sovereignty and inde-
pendence,” he said. Esper, speaking on a plane return-
ing from Belgium, where he had attended the 75th
anniversary of the Battle of the Bulge, acknowledged
Tehran’s involvement was difficult to prove.

“My suspicion would be that Iran is behind these
attacks, much like they are behind a lot of malign
behavior throughout the region,” he said. “But it’s hard
to pin down.”

Iranian influence 
Abdel Mahdi is a close ally of Iran who also enjoyed

cordial relations with the US. He resigned in early
December after the two months of unprecedented
demonstrations in the capital and Shiite-majority south
that have left 460 people dead. Negotiations are
underway to name his successor. 

“If the Iraqi government or state weakens, this will
exacerbate escalation and chaos,” Abdel Mahdi told
Esper, according to the statement.

Iran has gained overwhelming influence in Iraq since
the 2003 US invasion brought down Saddam Huseein. A
US source recently told AFP that pro-Iran factions in
Iraq were now considered a more significant threat to
American soldiers than the Islamic State group (IS).

The attacks have killed one Iraqi soldier and left oth-
ers wounded, as well as causing material damage in the
vicinity of the US embassy in Baghdad’s ultra-secure
Green Zone. The US has recently reinforced its security
at the embassy, according to an Iraqi security source,
who said “a convoy of 15 American vehicles each trans-
porting armoured trucks and weapons entered the
Green Zone”. 

Top US diplomat Mike Pompeo on Friday warned

Iran’s leaders “that any attacks by them, or their prox-
ies of any identity, that harm Americans, our allies or
our interests will be answered with a decisive US
response”.

US officials say they are considering sending 5,000
to 7,000 troops to the region to counter Iran, although
Esper on Friday again denied a report that a 14,000-
strong deployment was under discussion. — AFP
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BAGHDAD: An Iraqi anti-government camp site is pictured next to Al-Jumhuriyah (Republic) Bridge spanning the River
Tigris in the heart of Baghdad across the ultra-secure Green Zone (left) housing the US embassy, yesterday. —AFP

SRINAGAR: A woman prays in the main mosque in Srinagar yesterday for the first time in near-
ly five months after Jammu and Kashmir was stripped of its special status and split into two
federal territories. — AFP 

One of Romania’s 
‘children of 
the decree’ 
fights for change 
BUCHAREST: Three decades after the col-
lapse of communism in Romania, Visinel Balan
still has fresh memories of one of its most infa-
mous legacies-the orphanage system in which
he grew up.

“They used to beat us until we couldn’t
move,” he says of the orphanage he entered in
1987, aged just two months. The scars of those
institutions, exposed to the world in the 1990s
through horrifying news images of emaciated
children in caged beds, have still not fully
healed for Balan.

They were places where children were
caned on the soles of their feet for bedwetting
and fed in an assembly line while sitting on
potties. Balan was one of the “Decretei” or
“children of the decree”: children abandoned
by poorer families as a result of the natalist
policies of the communist dictator Nicolae
Ceausescu, among them a 1966 decree ban-
ning abortion. But his experiences have fired
his activism on behalf of today’s marginalized
children. He’s now a lawyer and head of an
NGO called Voice of Abandoned Children.

“There’s so much still left to do! Only three
percent of children who grow up in care lead
fully independent lives as adults,” Balan says.

Old mentalities 
The orphanage system has undergone thor-

ough reform, consigning the bleak homes
housing hundreds of children to history. Now
around 50,000 children are cared for by the
state, half of them in foster families. The rest
are in updated institutions such as “Pinocchio’s
House”, a modern home for children aged
between 7 and 18 in the capital Bucharest.

Among them is teenager Lorentsa Ion,
who dreams of  becoming a dancer and
shows off one of her routines to applause
from her friends. But even if the care system
has improved, some att i tudes haven’t
changed, says UNICEF’s representative in

Romania Pieter Bult.
“People keep abandoning children because

it was the norm under Ceausescu,” he says,
pointing out the number of children in care
hasn’t fallen for a decade.  Another part of this
painful legacy is that the UN estimates some
5,000 Romanian children are sleeping rough,
2,000 of them in Bucharest.

Many young people fled the orphanages
under communism only to fall into the margins
of society.

Some went on to have their own children,
who in turn grew up without a fixed address.

Hidden lives 
“I’ve had a hard childhood,” says 13-year-

old Leonard Mihai, the fuzz of an incipient
moustache on his upper lip. He sleeps in an
abandoned house and only started school after
his tenth birthday, a typical example of the
street children who slip through the social sys-
tem. “Their families are too poor to look after
them,” says Ionut Jugureanu, head of an NGO
that tries to teach such children skills for work
in circuses.

“Certain children don’t exist in the eyes of
the authorities because they don’t have a birth
certificate,” Jugureanu adds. Balan too knows

what it’s like to be on the streets, having run
away from his orphanage when he was still
only nine or 10 years old.

“Policemen would send me to steal nuts and
fruit from the market. When I brought them
back they would let me sleep in the warm in
the station,” he says. As an adult one of Balan’s
particular goals has been the reform of
Romania’s adoption rules.

In the run-up to the country joining the
European Union in 2007, it had to toughen the
adoption system to combat child trafficking.
But now prospective parents complain of a
Kafkaesque process.

“The authorities have to get approval from
so many family members to sign off an adop-
tion,” says 40-year-old Maria. She and her
husband were finally able to bring their adopt-
ed son home three years ago, but only after
much administrative wrangling.

It’s the sort of case Balan hopes to change
to avoid a repeat of his own tragic family his-
tory-four of his 12 siblings died while his last
roommate at the orphanage went on to commit
suicide.

But through it all Balan has kept his drive-
and his relationship with his biological mother,
for whom he recently bought a house. — AFP

MUCHAREST: In this file photo taken on October 14, 1990 abandoned Romanian children get ready
for bed at the Buchea orphanage in Buchea, near Vulturesti, 150kms from Bucharest. —AFP

UN Council set 
for showdown 
over Syria 
aid deliveries
UNITED NATIONS: For the past six
years the United Nations and other aid
groups have been crossing into Syria
from Turkey, Iraq and Jordan at four
places authorized by the UN Security
Council to deliver humanitarian assis-
tance to millions of people.

The 15-member council is aiming to
extend approval for those operations
this week, which UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres describes as
essential. Russia, however, wants to cut
the number of border crossings in half.
A resolution drafted by Belgium,
Kuwait and Germany proposes
increasing the authorized border
crossings to five - by adding a third
from Turkey - but Russia has put for-
ward a rival text that would only
approve current operations at two
Turkish crossings.

When asked on Tuesday if Russia
could veto the draft resolution by
Belgium, Kuwait and Germany,
Russian UN Ambassador Vassily
Nebenzia described that text as
“unacceptable and inviable.”

“If it so happens that our draft
does not pass, this will mean that the
mechanism that we have proposed to

extend will not be extended,” he told
reporters. A resolution needs nine
votes to pass and no vetoes by
Russia, China, the United States,
France or Britain. Last year Russia
and China abstained in the council
vote to extend approval for the cross-
border humanitarian aid deliveries.

Russia has vetoed 13 council reso-
lutions on Syria since a crackdown
by Syrian President Bashar al-Assad
on pro-democracy protesters in 2011
led to civil war. Islamic State mili-
tants then used the chaos to seize
territory in Syria and Iraq. In a joint
statement on Tuesday, Belgium,
Kuwait and Germany and their seven
elected counterparts on the Security
Council expressed support for their
draft resolution.

“The consequences of a non-
renewal of the mechanism would be
disastrous,” the 10 Security Council
members, who are each serving two
year terms, said. “This is a mechanism
that enables life-saving assistance to
reach 4 million people in Syria.”

In a Dec. 16 report to the Council,
Guterres urged members to extend
authorization of the cross-border aid
deliveries. “This aid has staved off an
even larger humanitarian crisis inside
Syria,” Guterres wrote.

“While I welcome ongoing efforts
to scale up humanitarian assistance
delivered from inside the Syrian Arab
Republic, I reiterate that the United
Nations does not have an alternative
means of reaching people in the areas
in which cross-border assistance is
being provided,” he said. — Reuters

US envoy to
South Sudan
warns of further
sanctions
JUBA: The US ambassador to South
Sudan yesterday warned that
Washington would not hesitate to slap
additional sanctions on “spoilers”
holding back peace in the war-torn
African nation.

Ambassador Thomas Hushek was
recalled in November when South
Sudan’s rival leaders failed to meet a
promised deadline to form a unity
government, straining ties with
Washington. The United States this
week slapped sanctions on two South
Sudan ministers, accusing them of
obstructing a peace accord signed in
2018 that has paused, but not
resolved, five years of conflict.

Hushek stood by the decision-
which was criticized by the office of
South Sudan President Salva Kiir-and
warned of further measures if peace
talks failed to advance.   “We are look-
ing at all spoilers of the peace
process,” Hushek told reporters in
Juba during his first press briefing
since returning from Washington.
“Sanctions... is one of the tools we will
continue to have in our tool box, and
we will use them.”

Kiir and his former deputy, Riek
Machar, agreed Tuesday to form a
power-sharing government before a
February deadline. The pledge to join
forces is the linchpin of the truce
signed by Kiir and Machar, whose

falling out in 2013 kicked off fighting
that left nearly 400,000 South
Sudanese dead.

But they have missed two deadlines
to do so, most recently in November,
when the pair were given another 100
days to come together in a coalition.

The US, frustrated at repeat delays,
and having warned of consequences if
the men stalled again, recalled Hushek
in protest, and announced it was
reevaluating its relationship with
South Sudan.

“There have been missed deadlines
all throughout this process,” Hushek
said. “If the process moves forward,
this is the way to prevent future sanc-
tions.” Earlier this month the US also
restricted visas to South Sudanese
determined to have undermined the
road to peace. Talks between Kiir and
Machar, a former rebel leader who
lives in exile, have stumbled over dis-
agreements about territorial bound-
aries in South Sudan, and a pledge to
unify their fighters in a national army.

Successive peace deals and media-
tion bids have failed to achieve a last-
ing peace for the world’s youngest
country, whose independence from
Sudan in 2011 was strongly backed by
the US.

The September 2018 ceasefire
signed by the warring parties has
largely held, delivering the longest
period of peace in South Sudan’s short
history as a nation. United Nations
special envoy to South Sudan David
Shearer said yesterday that delays in
the transition to peace had eroded
trust and stoked fears that “political
will between parties is waning”. “The
choices that South Sudan’s leaders
make now will determine this country’s
future for generations to come,” he
told the Security Council.  — AFP


