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 conferences to counter the protests as anger grows 

over what critics say is an attack on the country’s sec-
ular constitution. Modi also said that there had been 
“no discussion” about a nationwide “register of citi-
zens”, which many Muslims in India fear is targeted 
mainly at them.  

Home Minister Amit Shah, Modi’s close ally, has said 
repeatedly that such an exercise will take place, includ-
ing in parliament aimed at removing all “infiltrators” 
from India. This year such a register in Assam state left 
off 1.9 million people unable to prove they or their fore-
bears were there before 1971. They now face possible 
statelessness. Assam has six functional detention cen-
ters holding more than 1,000 people in the northeast-
ern state, and plans another 11. The Home Ministry in 
June issued a “2019 Model Detention Manual” to states, 
asking them to set up camps in major entry points. 

The demonstrations have been largely peaceful but 
protesters have also hurled rocks and torched vehicles, 
while heavy-handed police tactics including the storm-
ing of a Delhi university a week ago have fuelled anger. 
Tens of thousands of protesters gathered late Saturday 
in the southern city of Hyderabad. Other protests took 
place yesterday, including in Jaipur and Mumbai. 
Another in favor of the law was held in Bangalore. 

The law gives religious minority members - Hindus, 
Sikhs, Jains, Parsis, Christians and Buddhists -from 
three neighboring Islamic countries an easier path to 
citizenship, but not if they are Muslim. Islamic groups, 
the opposition and others at home and abroad fear this 
forms part of Modi’s aim to marginalise India’s 200 mil-
lion Muslims and remold the country as a Hindu nation, 
something he denies. 

Authorities have imposed emergency laws, blocked 
Internet access - a common tactic in India - and shut 
down shops in sensitive areas across the country in an 
attempt to contain the unrest. More than 7,500 peo-
ple have either been detained under emergency laws 
or arrested for rioting, according to state officials, 
with 5,000 in Uttar Pradesh state alone where 17 
people have been killed. Some 500 people have also 
been injured in Uttar Pradesh including 263 police, 
while two people were shot dead in the southern state 
of Karnataka and six died in Assam in the northeast 
last week. 

In Assam, opponents of the legislation fear it will 
enable large numbers of Bengali-speaking immigrants, 
many of whom are Hindu, to settle there. But else-
where, opponents say the law has made religion a test 
for citizenship ahead of a nationwide register that 
Modi wants to carry out by 2024 to remove all “infil-
trators”. The US State Department this week urged 
New Delhi to “protect the rights of its religious minori-
ties in keeping with India’s constitution and democratic 
values”. Modi’s government, re-elected in May, has 
defended the law saying it is meant to help “persecut-
ed” minorities from Muslim-majority Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Afghanistan. — Agencies 
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 “Nobody should come to us with attempts to 

exclude us, trap us in our own shores or steal our eco-
nomic interests,” Erdogan said. “We have no intention 
of starting conflicts with anyone for no reason, or rob-
bing anyone of their rights,” he said. “Those who 
oppose us have no sense of rights, law, justice, ethics or 

mercy,” Erdogan said, referring to Greece, Israel and 
Egypt, who have opposed the maritime accord. 

In an interview with Greek daily To Vima yesterday, 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said the accord 
with Libya was in line with international law, adding 
Ankara may consider granting exploration licenses in 
areas determined by Turkey and Libya. “It would be 
the exercise of our sovereign rights in our continental 
shelf in the region,” Cavusoglu said. “The exercise of 
our sovereign rights also and naturally includes our 
right to deploy research vessels in the area,” he was 
cited as saying. In a first reaction from the United 
States on the agreement, a senior US State 
Department official said the maritime accord was 
“unhelpful” and “provocative”. — Agencies 
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While the metro, and the streets above, have hardly 

been overcrowded, it may be a different story in the city 
come the World Cup, with organizers expecting at least 
1.2 million supporters in Doha in 2022. “We are building 
the capacity necessary so that by 2022 we have that in 
place, we are improving our efficiency in terms of trans-
portation, ensuring there is enough fan engagement 
events, and so on, spread throughout the country, so 
there is no congestion in one place,” said Thawadi. 

FIFA president Gianni Infantino - who inherited the 
decision to hand the tournament to Qatar from prede-
cessor Sepp Blatter - is upbeat about preparations, 
with Qatar also staging the recent Gulf Cup and hosting 
next year’s Club World Cup. “These are small events 
but important events,” he said, adding: “The state of 
advancement of the work here is unique.” 

Elsewhere, traffic remains congested on Doha’s 
roads, and authorities have announced plans to resur-
rect the Sharq Crossing, a mega-project that will use 
bridges and tunnels to link the airport, financial district 
and tourist attractions, bypassing the often gridlocked 

coast road. Organizers have tested a 5,000-capacity 
fan zone where supporters have been able to enjoy a 
drink in a country where alcohol is not readily available. 

There has also been concern about how LGBT fans 
will be welcomed, although Paul Amann, of Liverpool’s 
LGBT supporters’ club, Kop Outs, told AFP he was 
“satisfied their approach is to provide an ‘everyone is 
welcome’ ethos that does include respect, albeit 
through privacy”. Thawadi stuck to that theme as he 
insisted all fans would be welcome, but admitted: 
“Public displays of affection, regardless of sexual ori-
entation, are not part of our culture and we ask people 
to respect that fact.” 

This Club World Cup has also confirmed that fans 
need not worry about temperatures after the highly 
controversial decision to move the competition from 
its usual June-July slot to the end of the year - after 
hosting rights had been awarded. On the day of 
Liverpool’s semi-final against Monterrey, exactly 
three years before the World Cup final, the cool and 
damp conditions were a marked contrast with what 
was first feared. 

But as Qatar learns about how to be a good host, 
with the many issues surrounding the awarding of the 
tournament in the first place, it will struggle to win peo-
ple over. “The organization has been good but it is not 
a football country and the World Cup, with all respect, 
should be in a country that loves football,” said 
Flamengo coach Jorge Jesus. — AFP 
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BAGHDAD: Thousands took to the streets in Iraq’s cap-
ital and across the south yesterday to protest against 
Iran’s kingmaking influence as the latest deadline for 
choosing a new prime minister loomed. Anti-government 
rallies have rocked Baghdad and the Shiite-majority 
south since Oct 1, with demonstrators calling for a com-
plete overhaul of a regime they deem corrupt, inefficient 
and overly beholden to Tehran. “The revolution contin-
ues!” shouted one demonstrator at a protest encamp-
ment in central Diwaniyah.   

Protesters blocked off public buildings one by one in 
the southern Iraqi city, and put up banners reading 
“The country is under construction - please excuse the 
disruption”. Sunday marks the latest deadline -already 
pushed back twice by President Barham Saleh - for 
parliament to choose a new premier to replace Adel 
Abdel Mahdi, who tendered his administration’s resig-
nation last month.  

Parliament speaker Mohammed al-Halbussi yesterday 
travelled to Arbil, capital of the Kurdish autonomous 
region in northern Iraq, to discuss who could become the 
next premier, the presidency there said. Officials say Iran 
wants to install Qusay Al-Suhail, who served as higher 
education minister in the government of Abdel Mahdi. 
“This is exactly what we oppose - Iranian control over 
our country,” said 24-year-old student Houeida, speak-
ing to AFP in Baghdad’s Tahrir Square, the epicentre of 
the protests. 

The demonstrators categorically reject Suhail’s candi-
dacy, along with anyone from the wider political estab-
lishment that has been in place since dictator Saddam 
Hussein was deposed in 2003. “Hundreds of martyrs 
have fallen and they are still not listening to our claims”, 
said 21-year-old student Mouataz, in Tahrir Square. “We 
want a prime minister with integrity, but they bring back 

a corrupt man in their image whom they will allow to 
continue robbing us,” he added. 

In a bid to secure the necessary parliamentary major-
ity for a new premier, Shiite powerhouse Iran enlisted the 
services of a Lebanese Hezbollah official to negotiate 
with Sunni and Kurdish parties. The post of prime minis-
ter is by convention held by a Shiite in Iraq’s post-2003 
political system. In a Twitter plea to Saleh, one opposi-
tion Sunni lawmaker called Sunday for the president to 
“violate the constitution rather than plunge the country 
into bloody chaos by choosing a figure people have 
already rejected”. 

Some in parliament - the most fragmented in Iraq’s 
history - argue that Saleh should use Article 81 of the 
Constitution, which authorizes the president to step in as 
prime minister himself if there is no agreement among 
lawmakers on a candidate. In a sign of the protesters’ 
unprecedented influence, top Shiite cleric Grand 
Ayatollah Ali Sistani, who is said to have made and 
unmade every premier in the post-Saddam era, has been 
notably absent from the maneuverings this time around. 

The protest movement has been hit by intimidation, 
including assassinations perpetrated by militias, accord-
ing to the UN. Around 460 people have been killed since 
Oct 1, and some 25,000 have been wounded. Yet the 
protesters appeared to regain some confidence yester-
day. Overnight, demonstrators in Diwaniyah and Basra, 
another southern city, had declared a “general strike”. 
They burnt tyres to block roads linking southern cities to 
Baghdad, an AFP correspondent said.  

The road to Umm Qasr port - vital for imports - near 
Basra was among those blocked. In Karbala and Najaf, 
two Shiite holy cities, striking students closed schools 
and gathered in their thousands, AFP correspondents 
said. In Nasiriyah, protesters blocked bridges and sever-

al roads while all public buildings remained closed. 
Protesters are demanding the fall of Saleh and Halbussi, 
accusing them of procrastinating. “Iraq must become 

Iraqi again, and if the president does not help us, we will 
force him out too,” asserted student Houeida, buoyed by 
the renewed momentum in Tahrir Square. — AFP  

Thousands protest in Iraq as  
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BAGHDAD: Protesters march with a giant Iraqi flag during an anti-government demonstration in the capital’s central Tahrir 
Square yesterday. —- AFP 

HAVANA: Cuba’s first prime minister in more than 
four decades - long-serving tourism minister Manuel 
Marrero - took office Saturday as the country resur-
rected a post last held by Fidel Castro. The appoint-
ment of Marrero, 56, as head of government is part of 
a process of decentralization and generational change 
from the revolutionary old guard that is aimed at 
extending and protecting Communist Party rule. “This 
proposal was duly approved by the political bureau of 
the Communist Party of Cuba,” President Miguel Diaz-
Canel said, presenting it to the country’s National 
Assembly, which unanimously signed off. 

Immediately after his presentation, Marrero 
received a handshake from former president Raul 
Castro, the leader of the Communist Party. Marrero “is 
not coming to the job to transform, but rather to imple-
ment and manage. The president is the one who leads,” 
said Cuba specialist Arturo Lopez-Levy of Holy 
Names University in California.  

Marrero served as tourism minister from 2004, late 
in revolutionary hero Fidel Castro’s administration, con-
tinuing in the post under Fidel’s brother Raul and the 
current president, Diaz-Canel. He began his career in 
government in 1999 as vice president of the powerful 
Gaviota Hotel Group belonging to the armed forces, 
becoming its president a year later - a post he held 
until 2004. “Throughout his career... (Marrero) has 
been characterized by his modesty, honesty, work 
capacity, political sensitivity and loyalty to the party 
and the revolution,” Diaz-Canel said. The new premier 
“has led the tourism industry in a commendable fashion, 
which constitutes one of the main lines of development 
of the national economy,” he added. 

That is precisely why Marrero “who has all this 
wide-ranging experience in tourism and working with 
investors,” is the pick, according to Lopez-Levy. “It 
underscores the priority that this area holds in the 
country’s development strategy,” he said. The position 
of prime minister was last held by Fidel Castro in 1976. 
But the post was abolished when Castro transitioned to 
the presidency, taking over from Osvaldo Dorticos after 
the country’s constitution was restructured. 

Castro was a unique prime minister “given the 
weight of his persona”, Lopez-Levy said. “Ultimate 

power in the country was in Fidel’s” hands during his 
time as prime minister from 1959-76, even though 
Dorticos was president and head of state, he said. The 
appointment of a prime minister may signify a separa-
tion of powers but Lopez-Levy insisted that in Cuba it 
represents more of a “separation of functions” given 
the communist concept of political unity and the fact 
that the country is a one-party state. 

Cuba’s constitution required that the candidate 
come from the 605-member National Assembly, be at 
least 35, “be a Cuban citizen by birth and hold no other 
nationality”. The premier has the power to hire and fire 
state employees as well as overall control of provincial 
governors, another position restored under the new 
constitution. Diaz-Canel also took aim at the United 
States on Saturday, at a time of high tensions between 
the superpower and the island nation. He said that 2019 
was “a year full of challenges, tension and aggression” 
by Washington. The United States carried out a “brutal, 
insane” tightening of its long-running embargo, but “we 
are alive”, Diaz-Canel said. —AFP  
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WASHINGTON: Boeing’s new Starliner unmanned 
spacecraft returned to Earth yesterday, landing in the 
New Mexico desert in the United States six days early 
after a clock problem scuppered a rendezvous with the 
International Space Station. NASA hailed the aborted 
flight as a success, despite its failure to reach the ISS on 
what was meant to be a final dress rehearsal before a 
crewed mission. Images broadcast by NASA showed the 
spacecraft touching down, cushioned by airbags, after a 
pre-dawn descent slowed by three large parachutes. 

“We had some challenges, but a lot of things did in 
fact go right,” NASA Administrator Jim Bridenstine told 
reporters, describing the landing as an “absolute bull’s-
eye”. “We did not make it to the International Space 
Station. We did not dock, but the spacecraft flew 
exceptionally well. We’ve got a lot of data to review.” 

The Starliner capsule was launched Friday from 
Cape Canaveral in Florida, but shortly after separating 
from its Atlas V launch rocket, its thrusters failed to 
activate as planned, preventing it from reaching a high 
enough orbit. The space station orbits at an altitude of 
about 400 km above sea level. As the craft had burned 
too much propellant, Boeing and NASA were forced to 
guide the Starliner back to Earth. 

“Maybe it’s acceptable to go next step - fly the crew 
flight test, but we have to go through the data first,” 
Steve Stich, deputy manager of NASA’s Commercial 
Crew Program, said. “We tested a majority of the core 
system of the vehicle... We had a little issue with the 
timer in the beginning.” 

The test flight was a key part of NASA’s plans to end 
US dependence on Russia for space rides. Its flight 

troubles also dealt a fresh reputational blow to Boeing, 
which faces a safety crisis in its commercial air division. 
The company is reeling from two fatal crashes of its 
737 Max airliner. The crashes, in October 2018 in 
Indonesia and in March 2019 in Ethiopia, claimed a 
total 346 lives. Boeing plans to suspend production of 
the plane in January. 

The Starliner was able to establish a communications 
link with the ISS, and to test its docking mechanism, 
solar panels, batteries, thrusters and heat regulation 
system. Its heat shield protected the capsule during re-
entry, when temperatures outside the vehicle rose to 
over 1,600 degrees Celsius due to friction. Before its 
descent, the Starliner was orbiting at an altitude of 250 
km and traveling at over 28,000 kilometers an hour. 

In a test in November, only two of the three para-
chutes opened, although they proved sufficient for the 
landing. NASA said the Starliner had landed in excel-
lent condition and would now be refurbished ahead of a 
decision on whether to carry out another test flight or 
to trust that the vehicle was safe to carry astronauts. 
The capsule has been named “Calypso” after French 
marine explorer Jacques Cousteau’s ship, NASA added. 

Starliner’s first crewed flight had been scheduled for 
early 2020. That development was much-anticipated as 
NASA has been forced to rely on Russian Soyuz rockets to 
transport its astronauts to the space station since the 
Space Shuttle program was shuttered in 2011 after 30 
years. Under former president Barack Obama, NASA opt-
ed for a shift in how it operates. Instead of owning the 
hardware, it hired private companies to take over, awarding 
Boeing and SpaceX billions of dollars to develop “Made in 
the USA” solutions. The Crew Dragon, developed by 
SpaceX, is expected to be ready for launch next year. 

NASA has committed to pay $8 billion to Boeing and 
SpaceX, which in return are to deliver six trips carrying 
four astronauts each from now to 2024. Starliner carried 
a test dummy called “Rosie” after “Rosie the Riveter”, 
the star of a campaign aimed at recruiting women to 
munitions factory jobs during World War II. — AFP 
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