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pockmarked roads and dilapidated infrastruc-

ture. The country suffered through the Iran-Iraq 
war of the 1980s, the US-led invasion in 2003, years 
of sectarian fighting and the battle against the 
Islamic State group’s jihadists who were finally 
defeated in 2017. 

Since then, entire new neighborhoods and high-
rise buildings have sprung up, such as the futuristic 
new central bank headquarters designed by the firm 
of late Iraqi-British star architect Zaha Hadid. The 
relative stability has accelerated domestic migra-
tion, particularly an influx of laborers from the 
impoverished south. But the capital still lacks a 
robust public transport system, with no trains or 
trams and only infrequent buses. 

A metro rail system would “reduce congestion by 
40 percent”, estimated Rubaye, but for now this is a 
distant dream. One such project was envisioned in 
2011 with French firm Alstom. And in 2020 a letter 
of intent was signed to develop a 20-km 14-station 
elevated metro system. Some $45 million has 
already been spent on the project plans, according 
to former Baghdad governor Faleh Al-Jazairi, but 
with no visible impact so far. 

The large infrastructure projects have been 
stalled amid political logjams in Iraq’s dysfunctional 
parliament. Since Iraq held legislative elections in 
October, the MPs have failed to elect a new presi-
dent and government, due to political wrangling 
among powerful Shiite factions. The inaction and 
waste are exacerbated by large-scale graft in a 
country ranked among the worst in Transparency 

International’s Corruption Perceptions Index. 
And so the rush-hour traffic keeps grinding to a 

standstill on Abu Nawas road, the capital’s main 
thoroughfare running along the bank of the Tigris 
River. A police traffic officer who gave his name 
only as Hussein grumbled that many roads “haven’t 
been modernized” for decades and that now “it’s 
like there are more cars than people”. 

Some suggest that in Iraq, known in Arabic as the 
Land of the Two Rivers, water transport on the 
Tigris could offer a much-needed remedy to the 
city’s traffic problem. But for now, only a handful of 
tourist boats ply its waves, offering views of another 
wartime legacy, the heavily fortified “Green Zone” 
district of government buildings and embassies. The 
prospect of a riverine public transport system 
seems unlikely, opined one resident, Yasser Al-
Saffar. “Everyone who lives in the Green Zone,” he 
said, “will consider such a project a threat.” — AFP  
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BUENOS AIRES, Argentina: The Venezuelan crew 
of a cargo plane grounded outside Buenos Aires 
since last week may not leave Argentina, a judge 
ruled Tuesday after their hotel rooms were 
searched in a probe into possible Iran terror group 
links. Police raided the 14 Venezuelan and five 
Iranian crew members’ rooms the day after officials 
raised suspicions of a link to Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guards, listed as a foreign “terrorist organization” 
by the United States. 

The Iranian crew had already had their pass-
ports temporarily seized, and on Tuesday the 
Venezuelans had their freedom curtailed after 
police confiscated cell phones, computers and doc-
uments in the early-morning raid. 

They had been on board a Venezuelan Boeing 
747 cargo plane reportedly carrying car parts that 
came in from Mexico to land in Cordoba, Argentina 
on Monday last week. The plane then tried to travel 
to neighboring Uruguay, but was denied entry and 
returned to Ezeiza outside Buenos Aires where it 
has been grounded since last Wednesday. The 
plane belongs to Emtrasur, a subsidiary of 
Venezuela’s Conviasa, which is under US sanctions. 

A judge grounded the plane given a “reasonable 
suspicion that the reason given for entering 

(Argentina) might not be true.” 
Police did not comment on the reason for the 

hotel search, but on Monday, Security Minister 
Anibal Fernandez said information had been 
received from “foreign organizations” that some 
among the crew may be linked to companies with 
ties to the Revolutionary Guards, Iran’s ideological 
army. Fernandez said a smaller crew had been 
reported on the flight log than the number actually 
on the plane, though none were on Interpol’s want-
ed list. The crew list did include “a relative of the 
Iranian interior minister,” said Fernandez, whose 
name “coincides with that of a member of the 
Revolutionary Guards.” 

 
‘Terrorists’  

Also Tuesday, Paraguay said two officials who 
had authorized the landing of the plane there in 
May had been dismissed and two anti-drug agents 
were under investigation. Interior Minister Federico 
Gonzalez said the plane landed in Paraguay on a 
“commercial” entry permit with 18 crew-an unusu-
ally high number for a cargo flight, according to 
expert sites. 

It spent nearly three days at the Guarani interna-
tional airport near the borders with Argentina and 

Brazil before departing on May 16 for the 
Caribbean island of Aruba with a load of 
Paraguayan cigarettes. 

After it left, “we received a communication that 
the aircraft is sanctioned by the United States 
Treasury Department and that seven of the crew 
members are members of the Al Quds forces (of the 
Guards) and that the United States has them on a 
list of terrorists,” said the minister. 

Paraguay alerted the intelligence services of oth-
er countries in the region. A Mexican official said 
Tuesday the plane had arrived in the state of 
Queretaro on June 4 with four crew members and 
in full compliance with all protocols. 

It arrived with a two-day delay due to initial 
problems with airworthiness, insurance and other 
certificates as well as “documentation of the 
crew,” Queretaro official Marco Antonio Del 
Prete told AFP. 

After refueling and loading “industrial goods”, 
the Boeing jet departed from Queretaro on June 5 
with authorization for a Caracas-Queretaro-
Caracas-Buenos Aires-Caracas flight route, he 
added. “I don’t know if there were any modifica-
tions to the flight plan once it left Mexican air-
space,” said Del Prete. 

Iran said Monday that Argentina’s move was part 
of a “propaganda” campaign against Tehran amid 
tensions with Western countries over negotiations 
to revive a 2015 nuclear deal. The grounding of the 
cargo plane came days before Venezuelan President 
Nicolas Maduro visited Tehran on Saturday so that 
the allies, both subject to US sanctions, could sign a 
20-year cooperation pact. —AFP 

Iranian crew passports temporarily seized, Venezuelans freedom curtailed 

More crew of grounded plane  
prevented from leaving Argentina

Ukrainian mothers  
abroad stuck between  
guilt, uncertainty 

 
BRUSSELS, Belgium: For more than three months 
Oleksandra Osadcha, who fled Ukraine with her two 
children at dawn on February 24, drove from one 
country to another trying to find a place that “feels 
like home”. Russia invaded Ukraine that day, and the 
26-year-old social media and marketing manager 
immediately made a decision to leave, threw things 
into her car and set off for the Polish border. 

But, after two weeks in Poland and a month and a 
half in Portugal, the young woman finally resigned her-
self to the idea that she would feel like a stranger 
everywhere. 

Now, she has to start building a new life for the 
sake of her seven-year-old daughter and four-year-
old son. “The most difficult thing psychologically is to 
settle down and stop running around looking for a 
place that feels like home, to start arranging a new life, 
to accept that you will not go back home any time 
soon and accept that now you’re nobody here,” 
Osadcha told AFP from Bologna, Italy. 

The UN refugee agency UNHCR says nearly five 
million Ukrainians have been registered as refugees 
across Europe since the Russian invasion, in what it has 
dubbed “one of the largest human displacement crises 
in the world”. And the refugees are mostly women with 
young children, as Ukrainian men aged between 18 and 
60 are unable to leave the country due to military con-
scription. These women have to “adapt in stressful con-
ditions”, psychologist Anna Prosvetova said. 

“The absence of the usual social circle plus the lack 
of familiar support, plus a feeling of loneliness and 
isolation from home, plus the understanding that 
there’s no one to rely on in this situation-it’s all men-
tally difficult,” she explained. 

 
Full responsibility  

“The woman takes full responsibility. She has to 
earn money, she has to organise her life, she has to 
organise her kids’ leisure time by herself,” said 
Anna Kaliukh, 34-year-old French teacher, who 
fled to Poland with her two children. She also man-
aged to persuade her parents to leave her native 

Severodonetsk, a city in the east of Ukraine which 
is now the scene of one of the fiercest battles of 
the war. 

Kaliukh’s mother had first refused to leave her 
house, fearful to start a new life abroad at the age of 
61 without knowing the language. “The biggest chal-
lenge is finding a job,” Kaliukh said, adding that her 
mother finally succeeded in Krakow, as she has 
extensive experience as a hairdresser. 

Osadcha said her two children are still constantly 
with her, which makes it even more difficult to look 
for a job. “I was lucky, because I had some savings 
and was able to do at least part of my work remotely, 
but in general, of course, it’s difficult,” she added. 

Psychologist Daria Bondar says there’s another 
problem for Ukrainian women abroad and it lies in 
the contrast between the peaceful life they see 
around them and the horrors of the war they know 
from the news from home. These women are “down-
playing their feelings and experiences in comparison 
with the grief of the whole country/other people” 
and they feel a certain sense of guilt because they 
are safe in the distance, Bondar said. —AFP 

ALBUFEIRA, Portugal: Handout photo released by 
Oleksandra Osadcha, shows Oleksandra Osadcha with 
her two children in Albufeira, Portugal, on March 27, 
2022. Oleksandra Osadcha, a 26-year-old social media 
and marketing manager, fled Ukraine at dawn on 
February 24, 2022, the day Russia invaded Ukraine, 
and set off for the Polish border.  —AFP

Ukraine war sparks  
debate over Finland’s  
‘Achilles heel’ 

 
MARIEHAMN, Aland Islands: Sprayed between 
Sweden and Finland, the autonomous Aland Islands 
are a picturesque archipelago once part of Russia 
and demilitarised since 1856. But the region’s unique 
status is the object of intense debate since Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine rattled neighbouring Finland into 
applying for NATO membership in May. 

Under international treaties signed after the 
Crimean War, no troops or fortifications can be 
placed on the strategic Baltic Sea islands. “It is the 
Achilles’ heel of Finland’s defence,” Alpo Rusi, a pro-
fessor and former presidential advisor, told AFP. 

Home to about 30,000 mostly Swedish-speaking 
Finns, the area is characterised by rocky islands, lush 
green forests, old stone churches and wooden archi-
tecture-all under the watchful eye of a Russian con-
sulate. “We have always thought, ‘Who would want to 
attack us when we have nothing worth taking?’,” 81-
year-old Ulf Grussner told AFP. 

“But that has changed with Putin’s war on 
Ukraine”, said the pensioner, one of many here who 
want Aland to remain demilitarised. In June, a poll 
showed 58 percent of Finns would approve of a mili-
tary presence on Aland, which celebrated the 100th 
anniversary of its autonomy on Thursday. 

“There is concern over whether Finland could 
react fast enough militarily in the event of a sudden 
intrusion on Aland,” Rusi said. Armies wrestled for 
control of the archipelago in both World Wars. 

“Why should we trust the idea ... that troops 
would not rush to control Aland as fast as possible,” 
said Charly Salonius-Pasternak, a researcher at the 
Finnish Institute of International Affairs. 

 
Aland rejects troops  

Alanders, on the other hand, are keen to  protect 
their special status and have so far firmly rejected 
the idea of ending the demilitarisation. “Why should 
we change it? I think it’s a stabilising factor in the 
Baltic Sea area that we are demilitarised,” Veronica 
Thornroos, 59, premier of the Aland government, 
told AFP. 

Besides, if the archipelago were attacked, Finland 
would defend it “very quickly”, she said. The Finnish 
government has said it has no intention of touching 
Aland’s special status. Sia Spiliopoulou Akermark, 
director of the Aland Peace Institute, meanwhile not-
ed that the “Aland regime” of autonomy, cultural 
guarantees and demilitarisation is a “complex knot” 
that should be considered as a whole. 

 
Russian presence  

Like the rest of Finland, Aland was part of the 
Russian empire from 1809 to 1917. At the time, the 
archipelago was viewed as an important outpost in 
the defence of Saint Petersburg and control of the 
Baltic Sea. 

Finland gained independence from Russia in 
1917, and was granted sovereignty over Aland in 
1921 despite protests from the islands’ Swedish-
speaking majority. The Nordic country went on to 
fight two bloody wars against the Soviet Union dur-
ing World War II. 

As part of their peace deal, the demilitarisation of 
Aland was to be monitored by a Soviet consulate in 
the archipelago’s main town of Mariehamn. The con-
sulate still exists to this day, although it is now run 
by Russia. 

A group of locals gather every day outside the high 
metal fence protecting the consulate, to protest 
Russia’s war in Ukraine. “They have no business being 
here. Russia is always a threat”, one of the protestors, 
Mosse Wallen, 71, told AFP. 

 
Putin’s property  

Russia also owns a seaside property north of 
Mariehamn in Saltvik, which was acquired in the 1947 
peace deal. “They gave my mother three days to move 
out”, said Ulf Grussner, whose idyllic childhood home 
is now fenced in by the consulate. 

Grussner’s father was a German geologist, and the 
peace deal stipulated that all German possessions in 
Finland were to be ceded to the Soviets. In 2009, 
ownership of a piece of the property was transferred 
to the Russian presidency. 

Concern has mounted in Finland in recent years 
over Russian property deals across the country. 
Grussner feared that Russia might intend to use his 
family’s property and the demilitarisation as a “pre-
text” to increase its presence in the area. “It is far-
fetched, but on the other hand it’s not impossible,” he 
said.  —AFP

CANNING, Argentina: View of the facade of the hotel 
where the crew of the Boeing 747-300 of Venezuelan 
Emtrasur Cargo airline, 14 Venezuelan and five Iranian, 
is staying, in Canning, near Ezeiza international airport, 
on the outskirts of Buenos Aires, Argentina.  —AFP
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community,” he added. Children make up nearly half 

of Gaza’s population of 2.1 million. Around 800,000 
young people in the territory who have “never known 
life without the blockade,” Save the Children said. 

Over the past 12 months, the Zionist entity has 
granted more work permits for Gazans seeking bet-
ter paid jobs inside the Zionist entity. It has also 
relaxed some restrictions on the flow of goods in 

and out of the territory. But the blockade remains 
broadly unchanged, with Palestinians generally 
barred from leaving Gaza through the Erez crossing 
to the Zionist entity. Gazans also face huge obsta-
cles exiting through the Rafah crossing to Egypt.  

In a statement marking the anniversary of the 
blockade, Human Rights Watch said that “(the 
Zionist entity), with Egypt’s help, has turned Gaza 
into an open-air prison”. HRW’s director for the 
Zionist entity and Palestine, Omar Shakir, told AFP: 
“Young people face the brunt of (the blockade) 
because they don’t know of a Gaza before the clo-
sure. Their horizons are forcibly narrowed to a 40 
by 11 kilometer strip of land and that prevents them 
from the chance to interact and engage with the 
world,” Shakir said. — AFP 

Most Gaza kids 
suffer ‘distress’...
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“When you drive and you can’t see the road... then 

there is a risk of an accident. That’s why 20 cups are 
compulsory,” he told AFP. At a tea stall in Islamabad’s 
Aabpara market, baker Muhammad Ibrahim said he 
drank 12 cups every day. “I take three, four cups in the 
morning, then three in the afternoon and three, four 
late night,” he said. “This is my addiction.” 

At the same restaurant, Tanveer Iqbal agreed that 
people should cut down - even as he and his four 
children sipped piping hot cups of the drink. The uni-
versity professor noted tea was routinely served at 
almost every meeting - especially those held by gov-
ernment officials. “How will we reduce the use of tea 
when tea is the main drink in all the official meet-

ings?” he asked. Chai usually sells for around 45 
Pakistani rupees (20 cents) a cup at stalls across the 
country. “The government has increased its expendi-
ture. They travel in big cars with protocol but we only 
enjoy tea,” said driver Muhammad. — AFP 

Pakistanis 
urged to cut...

Life in the slow 
lane for Iraq’s...

BAGHDAD: An Iraqi policeman directs traffic in the 
streets of the capital on May 31, 2022. — AFP 

Men drink tea at a restaurant in Islamabad on June 
15, 2022.— AFP 


