
Iraqis split on 
president’s 
threat to quit 
BAGHDAD:  Iraqis were divided Friday by their president’s
threat to quit his job rather than accept a pro-Iran coali-
tion’s candidate for prime minister, with some saying it was
unconstitutional but others praising his civic-mindedness.

Barham Saleh has resisted attempts by a pro-Iran
coalition to put forward nominees for prime minister,
including a resigned minister and a controversial governor.
On Thursday, Saleh said he was “ready to resign” rather
than accept a candidate already rejected by the protest
movement that brought down the previous government.

Some 460 people have been killed and 25,000 injured
since protesters hit the streets in unprecedented numbers
in October, demanding a deep overhaul of the political
system. After a relative lull, rallies resurged this week as
parliament wrangled over who would succeed prime min-
ister Adel Abdel Mahdi, who quit last month in the face of
massive protests and a rising death toll. 

With the country in crisis, some were hoping that the
weekly sermon of influential Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani
would offer a way forward. The 89-year-old is Iraq’s top
Shiite cleric and his opinion has long been decisive in the

country’s politics. But he remained silent on the political sit-
uation Friday, further distancing himself from the ruling elite.

‘Thank you Barham’ 
In Baghdad’s Tahrir Square-the epicentre of the protest

movement-a banner was unfurled overnight alongside por-
traits of rejected candidates for the premiership, their
faces crossed out in red. “Thank you Barham for siding
with the demands of the people and rejecting the candi-
dates of corrupt parties. We are with you,” it read.  

But not all protesters shared this view. Saleh’s resigna-
tion would “lead to chaos and give the political parties
even more control over the country,” said Ali Mohamed, a
protesting teacher in Babylon province south of the capi-
tal. “The president needs to stay to resist these parties, he
is the only barrier in place to ensure that a nationalist can-
didate is nominated.” Further south in the protest encamp-
ment in Diwaniyah, Mohamed Mehdi said he hoped Saleh’s
resignation would be accepted. “That would lead to the
dissolution of parliament. Then early elections could oust
all these corrupt leaders,” he told AFP.

‘Into the unknown’ 
In the halls of power, reactions to Saleh’s gambit were

equally divided. The pro-Iran bloc that claims to be the
largest in parliament-and should therefore be entitled to
nominate the premier-called on lawmakers to “take legal
action against the president for violating the constitution”.

But the list of ex-prime minister Haider Al-Abadi, now

in opposition, called on Saleh to “reconsider his resigna-
tion” and work with all towards a “radical change in the
balance of power”. Abadi’s list-which came third in the last
elections but has since lost many of its lawmakers to the
pro-Iran camp-said blocs must “abandon the mentality of
treason, intimidation and domination” threatening to
plunge Iraq “into the unknown”. The pressure mounted by
the pro-Iran camp is enormous, according to the Wataniya
list of secular former premier Iyad Allawi.  —AFP
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Locust invasion 
destroys crops in 
northwest India 

AHMEDABAD: A massive locust invasion has
destroyed thousands of hectares of crops in north-
west India, authorities said, with some experts on
Friday terming it the worst such attack in 25 years.
While officials have attempted to tackle the swarm
with pesticides, farmers have deployed drums to
drive away the insects, with videos showing
schoolgirls banging on steel plates-due to local
beliefs that loud noise repels locusts.

The invasion has damaged crops in half a
dozen districts in the northwestern state of
Gujarat, local government official Punamchand
Parmar said Thursday. More than 5,000 hectares
(12,000 acres) have been devastated in one dis-
trict alone, Parmar said.

“Nearly 25 percent of the locusts had been
destroyed using pesticide. However, it will take
another 4-5 days to exterminate the insects
completely,” he added. “Their flight path was ini-
tially towards Pakistan but due to change in wind
direction and moisture, they landed in... north
Gujarat,” he said. The head of the entomology
department at Gujarat’s Anand Agriculture
University, P K Borad, told AFP: “This is the
worst locust attack witnessed in Gujarat in over
two decades or so.” “Such a huge swarm of
locust was last seen in 1994,” he added. The
state’s agriculture minister R C Faldu said that
from Friday onwards, 100 tractors carrying pes-
ticides would be sent to the affected villages to
get rid of the insects.

But villagers were not leaving anything to
chance, with many walking around the affected
farms and banging drums to chase away the
insects. “We have lost everything in our village,”
said one man.  —AFP

LAMATY: Rescuers working at the site of a passenger plane crash outside Almaty. At least 12 people died on Friday when a passenger plane carrying 100 people crashed into a house shortly after takeoff from Kazakhstan’s largest city,
authorities said. —AFP

AHMEDABAD: Locusts sit in trees near Miyal village in
Banaskantha district some 250km from Ahmedabad on
Friday. A massive locust invasion has destroyed thousands
of hectares of crops in northwest India, authorities said,
with some experts terming it the worst such attack in 25
years.  —AFP

ALMATY: Kazakhstan observed a
national day of mourning yesterday after
12 people died when an airliner crashed
shortly after takeoff and slammed into a
house. Witnesses spoke of the terrified
screams of passengers as the plane came
down on the edge of the country’s
biggest city Almaty on Friday, but many
on board managed to walk away without
serious injury.

The jet carrying nearly 100 passengers
operated by budget carrier Bek Air was
torn apart and its nose crushed on impact
with a two-storey building just minutes
after taking off en route to the capital
Nur-Sultan.

Kazakh authorities have launched an
investigation to determine the cause of the
disaster, and the plane’s black boxes have
been sent to Moscow for examination,
according to deputy industry minister
Berik Kamilyev, cited by Russian news
agencies. One survivor told the
Tengrinews website of a “terrible noise”
just before the Fokker 100 lost altitude,
and spoke of the “screams” and tears of
passengers.

A young woman also told Russian tele-
vision network Zvezda of her lucky escape
after she and her young children just
missed the flight because of school fair. In
Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan’s largest flag was
at half-mast for the day of mourning while
officials made urgent appeals for blood
donations to help the dozens of injured
survivors.

‘Tail hit the tarmac on take-off’ 
Neighboring Russia and China were

among the countries to join the Vatican
and the European Union in expressing

condolences to the former Soviet Central
Asian republic. Officials say the Fokker
100 plane’s tail hit the tarmac twice on
Friday during take-off before it came
down and crashed into the concrete build-
ing. “Either this is a pilot error, or there
were technical reasons,” Deputy Prime
Minister Roman Sklyar said at a press
conference in Almaty on Friday.

“The aircraft split into two parts. Most
of the passengers who died were in the
front part.” According to Kazakh emer-
gency authorities, the 12 dead included the
pilot. Another 47 passengers out of the 98
people onboard were still in hospital on
Saturday. Nine of them were children,
officials said. An investigation has been
opened into “violation of security regula-
tions and air transport operating rules”.
But the interior ministry is still examining
possible causes of the accident.
Investigators found scratch marks on the
runway. “Before crashing, the aircraft
touched the runway with its tail twice, the
gear was retracted,” Deputy Prime
Minister Roman Sklyar told reporters.

“A commission ... will establish whether
this was pilot error or technical issues. The
runway was in an ideal condition.” A
Reuters reporter saw the battered remains
of the front of the plane and other parts of
the fuselage scattered around what was
left of the house.

A survivor told news website
Tengrinews she heard a “terrifying sound”
before the plane started losing altitude.
“The plane was flying at a tilt. Everything
was like in a movie: screaming, shouting,
people crying,” she said.

Authorities initially put the death toll at
15 or more but later revised the figure to

12. They said 49 people were in hospitals,
some of them in a serious condition. The
plane had been carrying 93 passengers
and five crew, and the interior ministry
said the captain was among those killed.

The ministry said it was investigating a
possible breach of flight operation and
safety rules, a standard legal procedure.
Kazakhstan’s aviation committee said it
was suspending all flights by carrier Bek
Air and those of Fokker 100 aircraft pend-
ing the results of the investigation.

“Moans and screams”
Nazaraliyev said he had been seated

next to an emergency exit in row 15 and
all the rows in front of him were torn off
when the plane broke in half on impact.
After the shaking started and before the
crash “I had enough time to put away my
phone and fasten my seatbelt”, he said.

“We got out through the emergency
exit ... I and other men started getting
people out and away from the plane.
Some were trapped by concrete debris
from the building. There were moans and
screams and it was dark.”

One of those killed, electrician Abai
Nurbekov, was on the plane with his fami-
ly of six, news website The Village report-
ed. His wife and four children remained in
intensive care. In Almaty, residents flood-
ed a local blood donation center.
Authorities cordoned off the crash site in
the village of Almerek, just beyond the end
of the runway. The airport remained oper-
ational with other planes taking off after
the crash. At the airport at Nur-Sultan,
relatives of the passengers - some of
whom were going to join their families for
the holidays - were being briefed on their

fate and offered flights to Almaty. “Those
responsible will face tough punishment in
accordance with the law,” Kazakh
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev tweet-
ed, expressing condolences to the victims
and their families. He also ordered an audit
of all Kazakh airlines.

Tokayev declared Dec. 28 a national
day of mourning and appointed Prime
Minister Askar Mamin to head a commis-
sion to investigate the crash. Mamin’s
office said the commission will report pre-
liminary findings by Jan. 10.

The crashed plane was built in 1996,
the government said, and its most recent
flight certificate was issued in May 2019.
Bek Air, a low-cost carrier, made head-
lines in 2016 when one its Fokkers had to
land on its rear wheels after its landing
gear failed to deploy fully. The same year,
the airline successfully challenged aviation
authorities’ plans to make the
International Air Transport Association
operational safety audit mandatory for all
local carriers on the grounds that such a
move required changes to law rather than
just government regulations. 

According to the authorities, an
inquiry should announce its first conclu-
sions next month. But a dozen other Bek
Air aircraft will be grounded in the mean-
time. According to the industry ministry,
the low-cost airline operates nine Fokker-
100 type aircraft, a medium-haul model
built by the Dutch aircraft manufacturer
Fokker. In March 2016, a Bek Air Fokker
100 with 116 passengers on board had to
make an emergency landing at Nur-
Sultan International Airport due to a
landing gear problem, without causing
injuries.  —Agencies

12 passengers killed as jet crashes shortly after takeoff in Almaty

Baghdad: A man serves food to Iraqi protesters gathering at
Baghdad’s Tahrir Square as demonstrations against the political
system continues for the third consecutive month across Iraq
yesterday. —AFP


