
SARAJEVO: With a smart black
sweater and clean-shaven face,
Younes Qermoua recalls his first
attempt to reach Europe five years
ago, at the peak of the continent’s
refugee crisis. Half a decade later, the
world’s attention has moved on but
the 35-year-old Moroccan is back on
the Balkan route, where traffic is pick-
ing up this summer even amid the
coronavirus pandemic. After years of
bouncing back and forth across the
region in attempts by boat, on foot
and even tucked above the wheel of a
truck, Qermoua’s goal remains
unchanged. 

“I want to live in a country where I
can work and get paid for my work, a
country where the laws are respected,
where there are hospitals, schools,” he
told AFP in a migrant centre outside
Sarajevo, where he is catching some
rest before continuing westward
towards EU member Croatia. In 2015,
hundreds of thousands of migrants
and refugees traversed the Balkans in
weary columns, reaching the peninsu-
la through Greece before trundling
northwards.

The route was officially shut down
under a 2016 deal between Brussels
and Turkey. But in reality, the move-
ment has never stopped. While the
numbers are lower, tens of thousands

still flow through the region annually,
escaping war and poverty in Asia, the
Middle East and North Africa.
Qermoua, who in his first attempt nev-
er made it past Greece, is now making
progress on a new route that bends
west through Bosnia to avoid tighter
controls in Hungary, which built a bor-
der fence in 2015. 

He joins a summer surge of trav-
ellers in the Balkans who are on the
move after the loosening in early
spring of virus lockdowns, when
movement was curtailed and some
migrant camps were sealed shut. In
June, the Western Balkans was the
most active migratory route into
Europe, while the first six months of
2020 saw a 73-percent increase in
migrants detected at the borders
compared to the same period last
year, according to Frontex, the EU’s
border police. 

Deja vu
For Lence Zdravkin, whose front

porch looks out onto a railway track
slicing through the centre of North
Macedonia, there is a sense of deja
vu. When huge numbers of people
started passing her doorstep during
the crisis five years ago - following
the train tracks as a guide - she
became a local hero for collecting

food, clothing and other donated aid
for them. This summer, the 53-year-
old sits on her balcony with a bright
light to help spot travelers who are
again passing regularly, though fewer
donations are coming in as the world’s
attention is focused on the pandemic.

“The refugees are facing the same
sufferings, with the same journeys,
with all the problems that accompany
them from the beginning of their trav-
el to its end,” she told AFP. The warm
months always bring a new tide of
migrants but this summer the numbers
have “drastically increased”, she said.
While North Macedonia built a barri-
er on its southern border with Greece
in 2015, migrants can stil l  slip in

through a mountainous region where
the barrier doesn’t reach, said Jasmin
Redjepi, from the Skopje-based NGO
Legis.

Many then take the railway tracks,
often hopping onto the links between
the carriages of freight trains bar-
relling past. According to data from
the UN’s refugee agency, arrivals in
North Macedonia over the past six
months have already topped last
year’s figures for the same period,
reaching nearly 23,000. “They want
to cross during this period and get to
Europe because they do not want to
find themselves in autumn and winter
with closed borders and quarantines
again,” Redjepi told AFP. — AFP 

KARBALA: Thousands of tearful Shiite pilgrims
wearing gloves and face masks flooded Iraq’s holy
city of Karbala yesterday to mark Ashura, one of the
largest Muslim gatherings since the Covid-19 pan-
demic started. Ashura, on the 10th day of the mourn-
ing month of Muharram, commemorates the killing of
the Prophet Mohammed’s (PBUH) grandson Hussein
at the Battle of Karbala in 680 AD-the defining
moment of Islam’s confessional schism.

Typically, millions of Shiites from around the
world flock to the golden-domed shrine where
Hussein’s remains are buried, to pray and cry, shoul-
der-to-shoulder. But with coronavirus numbers spik-
ing across the globe, this year’s commemoration is
subdued. Small clusters of pilgrims gathered in the
vast courtyards outside the main mosque, wearing
the customary mourning color of black and the new
addition of medical masks and gloves. 

Wading through the crowds were teams of shrine
employees spraying disinfectant mist through long,
thin hoses or distributing masks to any bare-faced
visitor. To be allowed into the shrine, people must
first have their temperatures taken at grey gates that
resemble metal detectors.

Inside, signs on the carpet floor indicate the
proper distance that should be kept between wor-
shippers as they pray. Huge rolls of nylon sheets pre-
vent people from kissing the walls, a habitual sign of
reverence.

Praying alone 
But in the enclave where Imam Hussein is buried,

pilgrims press their unmasked faces up against the
ornate grille separating them from the mausoleum.
Many visitors are crying or sniffling, wiping their

faces with bare hands-oblivious that this is one way
in which they could make the virus spread. There
were notably fewer pilgrims this year as authorities in
Iraq, other Shiite-majority countries and the United
Nations urged people to mark the holiday at home.

Neighboring Iran, which usually sends tens of
thousands of pilgrims to Karbala, is the hardest-hit
Middle Eastern country with over 21,000 coron-
avirus deaths. Tehran banned the usual Ashura
marches, indoor ceremonies, musical performances

and banquets, instead broadcasting the various reli-
gious rituals on state television. Even Iran’s supreme
leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, prayed alone,
according to images published by his office that
showed him wearing a mask in the vast, empty
mosque at his residence. 

In Afghanistan and Pakistan, health authorities
have reported a fall in new virus cases but security
remained a top concern, as Ashura has often been
tainted by mass violence targeting Shiite Muslims.
Many have opted for scaled-down family gatherings
but some processions leading up to Ashura saw

thousands turn out, and larger crowds are expected.
“It’s not possible that anyone would be infected with
the virus,” said Israr Hussain Shah, a Shiite devotee in
the Pakistani capital Islamabad. “Rather people come
to heal and protect themselves, whether that’s a virus
of faith or a sickness,” he said.

‘An inferno’
In crisis-hit Lebanon, which has seen a severe

coronavirus spike this month, powerful Shiite move-

ments Hezbollah and Amal scrapped large Ashura
processions. They asked the faithful to follow ser-
mons online and through Hezbollah-linked media
channels. Iraq has the second-highest regional toll
with close to 7,000 deaths. Last week, the World
Health Organization warned that Covid-19 cases in
Iraq were rising at an “alarming rate” and said Iraq
should take action to end the community outbreak
“at all costs”.  “Mass assemblies of people should not
take place at this stage,” the WHO said.  — AFP
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KARBALA: Iraqi Shiite Muslims cry as they take part in a mourning ritual on the tenth day of the month of
Muharram which marks the peak of Ashura, amid the COVID-19 pandemic, in the holy city of Karbala. —AFP 

Tehran bans the 
Ashura marches

In crisis-hit Lebanon, Hezbollah and Amal scrap Ashura processions

Masks and tears - Shiites mark 
Ashura in Karbala despite virus

SARAJEVO: A group of migrants wait at the bus station in Sarajevo. — AFP 

News in brief
Czech delegation in Taiwan 

TAIPEI: A Czech delegation arrived in Taipei
yesterday in the second high-profile foreign visit
to Taiwan this month-a setback for China’s cam-
paign to keep the democratic island isolated from
the rest of the world. The 90-member group, led
by senate speaker Milos Vystrcil, landed two
weeks after US health chief Alex Azar marshaled
the highest level mission to Taiwan by
Washington since it switched diplomatic recogni-
tion to Beijing in 1979. Vystrcil will deliver a
speech in Taiwan’s parliament and meet President
Tsai Ing-wen during a five-day trip described by
Taipei as standing up to “the intimidation of
authoritarian China”. Beijing views Taiwan as its
own territory-vowing to one day seize it by force
if necessary-and bristles at any moves by foreign
governments to recognize or conduct official
exchanges with Taipei. —AFP 

Hezbollah ‘open’ to proposal 

BEIRUT: Hezbollah chief Hasan Nasrallah yester-
day said that his Shiite movement is “open” to a
French proposal for a new political pact for
Lebanon as long as there is national consensus. “On
his latest visit to Lebanon, we heard a call from the
French president for a new political pact in
Lebanon... today we are open to a constructive dis-
cussion in this regard,” Nasrallah said in a speech.
“But we have one condition: this discussion should
be carried out... with the will and consent of the
various Lebanese factions.” Nasrallah did not elab-
orate on what kind of changes his movement was
willing to consider but cited criticism from “official
French sources” over Lebanon’s “sect-based politi-
cal system and its inability to solve Lebanon’s
problems and respond to its needs.”  —AFP 

Israel hits Hamas targets  

JERUSALEM: Israeli tanks hit Hamas targets in
the Gaza Strip yesterday, the army said, as
Palestinian balloon attacks across the border con-
tinued despite international truce efforts. An early-
morning military statement said there had been air-
borne explosive and incendiary attacks into south-
ern Israel on Saturday. “In response to the ongoing
events, a short while ago... tanks struck military
posts belonging to the Hamas terror organization
in the southern Gaza Strip,” the English-language
statement said. There were no immediate reports
of casualties. Israel has bombed Gaza almost daily
since August 6, in response to the airborne incen-
diary devices and, less frequently, rockets launched
across the border. — AFP 

Lebanese face food shortages

BEIRUT: More than half of Lebanon’s population
risk facing a food crisis in the aftermath of a
Beirut port blast that compounded the country’s
many woes, a UN agency said yesterday. “More
than half of the country’s population is at risk of
failing to access their basic food needs by the
year’s end,” the UN Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) said.
“Immediate measures should be taken to prevent
a food crisis,” ESCWA executive secretary Rola
Dashti said. Lebanon’s government, she said, must
prioritize the rebuilding of silos at the Beirut port,
the country’s largest grain storage. Lebanon was
mired in an economic collapse even before the
cataclysmic August 4 cataclysmic blast at Beirut’s
port, which killed 188 people, wounded thousands
and destroyed swathes of the capital. — AFP 

5 years on, Balkans still a 
road of hope for migrants

Montenegro votes
under shadow 
of church row
PODGORICA: Montenegrins voted yesterday in an
election testing the three-decade domination of a
pro-West ruling party which has faced a year of
protests and high tension with supporters of the
influential Orthodox church. A dynamic reformist to
some and a corrupt autocrat to others, 58-year-old
President Milo Djukanovic has led the Adriatic
nation for half of his life, taking it from the end of
communism in the 1990s to independence from
Serbia in 2006 and more recently into NATO, to the
dismay of Russia.

His Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS) has
never lost an election.  But its majority in parliament
is razor thin, and this year the party faces a chal-
lenge from an emboldened right-wing and pro-Serb
opposition who want closer links with Belgrade and
Moscow. Polling stations opened at 0500 GMT and
will close at 1800 GMT, with voters obliged to wear
masks, maintain their distance from others and dis-
infect their hands before casting ballots to avoid
spread of Covid-19.

The virus has battered Montenegro’s tourism-
dependant economy, putting the country on course
for its worst contraction in over a decade.

But the election campaign has instead focused
on sensitive identity debates sparked by
Djukanovic’s row with the Serbian Orthodox
Church (SPC). The conflict erupted in late 2019
when the government passed a law that could turn
hundreds of SPC-run monasteries in Montenegro
into state property. While Montenegro declared
independence from Serbia in 2006, the SPC
remains its largest religious institution and a third of
the country’s 620,000 population identify as Serb.

‘Tense situation’ 
The law set off huge anti-government protests,

led by priests and backed by the pro-Serb opposi-
tion. Ahead of the election, demonstrations have
taken the form of car rallies, with demonstrators
waving Serbian flags. The president, who projects
himself as a custodian of stability, has used such
reactions to raise fears about a threat to
Montenegro’s sovereignty. The opposition parties
are “the political infantry of Greater Serbia nation-
alism”, he said recently, referring to an ultra-nation-
alist dream to unite all parts of the Balkans with
Serb communities.  Analysts say a slate of smaller
parties focusing on the economy and weak rule of
law could play a decisive role in this year’s election,
given the closeness of the race. While DPS is still
tipped to win, they could fall short of an absolute
majority.  “It is a tense situation and the outcome of
the elections will depend on the outcome within the
civic bloc,” Podgorica-based analyst Milos Besic
said. The country is a front-runner in the region on
its path to joining the EU, but issues like graft,
media freedoms and organized crime remain major
concerns in Brussels. — AFP 

PODGORICA: Supporters of Montenegro’s President Milo
Djukanovic Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS) wave
the Montenegrin flag while riding a car in capital
Podgorica. —AFP 

Europe still mired 
in division after 
migrant crisis
PARIS: Since taking in more than a million people
fleeing war and poverty in 2015, Europe has
stepped up border controls but still falls short on
common migration and asylum policies. At the time,
the migrant crisis “laid bare Europe’s structural
flaws and political divisions,” said Marie De Somer,
a migration specialist at the European Policy Centre.
Until 2015, the Dublin regulation had called for the
first EU country where asylum seekers arrived to
deal with their applications.

But the system “completely exploded” under the
pressure that year, De Somer said. Early on, images
of columns of migrants trekking across Europe and
the body of three-year-old Syrian boy Aylan Kurdi
washed up on a Greek beach sparked sympathy.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel set aside the
rules in summer 2015 to allow 900,000 mostly
Syrian asylum seekers in - soon followed by coun-
tries with less experience of mass arrivals like
Austria and Sweden. But a “quota” system to redis-
tribute migrants among EU member countries,
hastily cobbled together at Germany’s request, nev-
er moved the 160,000 people originally agreed on.

Tightening the net 
Initial openness to the newcomers foundered on

the opposition of central European countries led by
Viktor Orban’s Hungary - as well as a surge in sup-
port for anti-immigration populist parties in western
Europe. For lack of agreement, the Schengen free-
movement zone was “significantly weakened, with
controls reinstated on several frontiers” between
members, a senior French official familiar with migra-
tion policy said on condition of anonymity. — AFP 


