
Key backer of
‘White Helmets’ 
found dead 
ISTANBUL: The British founder of an organi-
zation that trained the Syrian “White Helmets”
emergency response group has died in
Istanbul, three people with knowledge of his
death said yesterday. James Le Mesurier,
founder of the Mayday Rescue group, was
found dead early yesterday near his home in
central Istanbul’s Beyoglu district, a neighbor
said. A security source told Reuters it was
believed that Le Mesurier had fallen from the
balcony of his home office and his death was
being treated as a suspected suicide. A third
person, a diplomat, said the circumstances
around his death were unclear.

The White Helmets, known officially as Syria
Civil Defense, have been credited with saving
thousands of people in rebel-held areas during
years of bombing by Syrian government and
Russian forces in the country’s more than
eight-year civil war. White Helmets members
say they are neutral. Syrian President Bashar
Al-Assad and his backers describe them as
tools of Western propaganda and Islamist-led
insurgents. Mayday Rescue, a not-for-profit
organization, began its operations in 2014 and
established an office in Istanbul in 2015 to sup-
port its Syria project. Its projects have been
funded by the United Nations and various gov-
ernments, its website said.

Mayday Rescue did not immediately

respond to an emailed query about Le
Mesurier. A former British army officer, Le
Mesurier was awarded a knighthood by Queen
Elizabeth in 2016 for services to Syria Civil
Defense and the protection of civilians in Syria.
The security source said Le Mesurier’s wife
told police that she and her husband had taken
sleeping pills around 4 am and went to bed.
She said she was later woken by knocking on
the door and discovered that her husband was
lying on the street surrounded by police, the
source added. — Reuters 

NAJAF: The United Nations’ top official in Iraq and
the country’s most senior cleric urged authorities yes-
terday to get “serious” about reforms after anti-gov-
ernment demonstrations that have left hundreds dead.
Mass rallies calling for an overhaul of the ruling system
have rocked the capital Baghdad and the Shiite-majori-
ty south since October 1 — the largest and deadliest
popular movement in Iraq in decades.

The bloody unrest has sparked serious concern from
the UN, human rights groups and the White House,
which on Sunday called on Baghdad “to halt the vio-
lence against protesters” and pass electoral reform.
After weeks of paralysis, Iraq’s top leaders seem to
have agreed to keep the system intact, but the UN in
Iraq (UNAMI) urged them to enact a host of changes.
These include electoral reforms within two weeks, the
prosecution of those responsible for the recent vio-
lence as well as of corrupt officials, and the passing of
anti-graft laws.

Yesterday, UNAMI chief Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert
met the country’s highest Shiite authority, Grand
Ayatollah Ali Sistani, in the holy city of Najaf. She said
the seat of Shiite religious power in Iraq, known as the
marjaiyah, had stressed that “peaceful demonstrators

cannot go home without sufficient reforms” to answer
their demands. 

“The marjaiyah expressed its concerns that the
political forces are not serious enough to carry out
such reforms,” said Hennis-Plasschaert. “If the three
authorities — executive, judiciary and legislative — are
not able or willing to conduct these reforms decisively,
there must be a way to think of a different approach,”
she warned without elaborating. There was no state-
ment attributable directly to Sistani, who is 89 and nev-
er appears in public. In his recent sermons, delivered by
a representative, Sistani has described the protesters’
demands as “legitimate” and called for the rallies to be
handled with “restraint”.

Rallies flare up 
In recent days, more than a dozen protesters have

been killed as security forces have cracked down on
demonstrators. They have cleared streets and squares
in Baghdad, in the port hub of Basra and the southern
city of Nasiriyah, where four protesters were shot dead
on Sunday. Security forces there even chased down
demonstrators into a children’s hospital and fired tear
gas inside. 

Yesterday, protesters struggled to come out in large
numbers there and security forces reopened roads in
Basra, stifling attempts to stage sit-ins near the provin-
cial headquarters. In Baghdad, live rounds rang out in
neighborhoods close to the main protest camp of Tahrir
(Liberation) Square. But thousands of demonstrators
took to the streets again in Hillah, Diwaniyah and Kut.

Aside from the crackdown, activists and volunteer
medics have described a widening campaign of arrests
and intimidation intended to keep them away from
protests. The UN has warned that “a climate of anger
and fear has set in,” and its human rights council was to
meet later yesterday for a periodic review of Iraq’s
rights record.

‘We want total change’ 
Iraq’s President Barham Saleh had last month pro-

posed an early vote after reforms, but the suggestion
seems to have been widely rejected by the political
class. Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi cast them as
unrealistic and even firebrand cleric Moqtada Sadr,
who first demanded snap elections supervised by the
UN, has gone silent.

The init ial  f issures among the polit ical el ite

appear to have closed this week following a consen-
sus brokered by Major General Qasem Soleimani,
the head of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps’ foreign operations arm. Soleimani, who often
appears in Baghdad in times of political crisis, has
led a series of meetings with Iraq’s top-tier politi-
cians, sources told AFP.

The agreement, they said, included a series of
reforms in exchange for keeping the broader system in
place. Those proposals will likely fall short of the
demands of protesters, who demand a complete over-
haul of a regime they see as deeply corrupt.
Demonstrators say the current system means govern-
ment jobs are doled out based on bribes or nepotism,
shutting out applicants who are politically independent. 

Youth make up 60 percent of Iraq’s nearly 40 million
people and the unemployment rate among them stands
at a staggering 25 percent, according to the World
Bank. One in five people lives below the poverty line,
despite the vast oil wealth of OPEC’s second biggest
producer. “We don’t want amendments, we want
change — total change,” one protester in Baghdad said
yesterday. “We don’t want this government, or parlia-
ment, or any political party.” — AFP 
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BAGHDAD: An Iraqi protester helps his comrade who was struck by a tear gas canister fired by Iraqi security forces at Baghdad’s Khallani square during ongoing anti-government demonstrations. — AFP  

Top Iraq cleric urges ‘serious’ reforms 
Anti-government demonstrations have left hundreds dead 

ISTANBUL: A Turkish police officer leaves the
scene of the Mayday Rescue offices on
November 11, 2019, in the Karakoy district of
Istanbul, following the discovery of the body of
the organization’s founder. — AFP 

Suez Canal:
The stormy
150-yr history 
PARIS: In its 150 years of operations, the
Suez Canal has been through wars and
high-stakes power struggles as it imposed
itself as a vital international waterway. On
the anniversary of its lavish opening cere-
mony on November 17, 1869, here is a
look back at key dates in its history.

4,000 years ago 
As far back as the 19th century BC, a

canal existed between the Red Sea and a
section of the Nile River which links to
the Mediterranean. Dug out during the
reign of Pharaoh Sesostris III, it could
only be navigated during the wet season
and required regular dredging. It was
eventually abandoned in the eighth cen-
tury AD. From the 16th century various
plans were explored to build a navigable
waterway between the Mediterranean
and Red Sea, essentially providing a
shortcut between Europe and Asia.

1859: Construction starts 
In a breakthrough in 1854, French

diplomat Ferdinand de Lesseps per-
suaded the new Egyptian ruler, Said
Pasha, to grant him a concession to con-
struct a canal from the Red Sea’s Gulf of
Suez to the Mediterranean. De Lesseps

founded the Suez Canal Company in
1855 and the work was financed through
the sale of shares, half of which were
bought by the Egyptian ruler. Digging
began in 1859, at first by laborers using
picks and shovels, and later with steam-
and coal-powered machinery. It involved
about 60,000 workers.

1869: Grandiose opening 
The canal was opened on November

17, 1869 in a grandiose ceremony at Port
Said attended by European dignitaries
including Napoleon III’s wife, Empress
Eugenie de Montijo. In November 1875
an indebted Said Pasha sold his shares to
the British government, with French
shareholders retaining the rest.

1888: Going international 
Amid tussles for control, major powers

signed in 1888 the Constantinople
Convention that gave the waterway inter-
national status and open to all ships in
times of war and peace. Egypt was not a
signatory. The provision was not always
respected, including during the two
World Wars.

1956: Suez Crisis 
On July 26, 1956 Egyptian President

Gamal Abdel Nasser took the world by
surprise by nationalising the canal to help
finance construction of the Aswan Dam on
the Nile. It sparked the Suez Crisis in
which Britain, France and Israel — who
feared the vital waterway could be cut off
— colluded to attack Egypt. Israel invad-
ed the Gaza Strip and Sinai peninsula in

October; two days later French and British
air raids destroyed part of Egypt’s air
force. Nasser retaliated in November by
sinking all 40 ships in the canal, which
was closed until early 1957. As the ten-
sions soared, Britain and then France ced-
ed, and fighting abruptly ended after 10
days. The canal was reopened on March
29, 1957 under Egyptian control.

1967: Closed by wars 
Egypt closed it again in June 1967 dur-

ing the Six-Day War when Israeli troops
invaded Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula and
reached the east bank of the canal. It
remained closed during the 1973 Yom
Kippur War, when Egyptian forces
crossed the canal in a bid to retake the
Sinai. The Israeli army repelled the attack
with a counter-crossing. The war ended
with a UN-backed ceasefire. 

1974: Returned to Egypt 
Talks resulted in a military disengage-

ment deal in January 1974 that saw Israeli
forces pull back from the canal, which
returned to Egyptian control. After 15
months of demining work, it reopened to
international shipping on June 5, 1975.

2015: Expansion 
On August 6, 2015 President Abdel

Fattah al-Sisi officially opened a new route
along the canal after work in which part of
the existing waterway was widened and
deepened. The expansion is intended to
cut the waiting times and double the num-
ber of ships using the canal to around 97
per day by 2023. — AFP 


