
BUYUKNACAR: Buyuknacar was a picturesque 
village perched high in the mountains of southern 
Turkey until it was effectively wiped off the map by 
a catastrophic earthquake that killed tens of thou-
sands a month ago. 

Little is still standing in the settlement that was 
home to 2,000 people before the 7.8-magnitude 
struck on February 6, its epicentre just 26 kilome-
tres (16 miles) to the south. The tremor and its after-
shocks claimed more than 45,000 lives in Turkey 
and 5,000 in neighbouring Syria. It killed 120 peo-
ple in Buyuknacar, an agricultural village surround-
ed by rugged mountains and lush valleys filled with 
oak and pine trees. “Only four or five houses are still 
standing, but they are all damaged,” said Ziya 
Sutdelisi, 53, a former village administrator. 

“We were always told that our ground was solid. 
Nobody warned us our village was in peril,” he said. 
Few know what will happen next. Turkey stretches 
across some of the world’s most active fault lines 
and is no stranger to big shakes. 

But none has been as damaging or deadly since 
Turkey became a republic after the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire 100 years ago. Ziya’s wife Kiymet 
said the villagers felt relatively safe at more than 
1,000 metres above sea level. “Then everything 
crumbled in a few seconds,” she said, surrounded 
by the rubble of stone and concrete homes. 

Survivors who stayed behind now live in tents, 
grieving and reliving the horrors of being woken 
in the pre-dawn hours by a jolt that upturned mil-
lions of lives. Sutdelisi is still haunted by the rum-
ble of the moving ground, which swung buildings 
like pendulums in the dark. 

“It was as if 10 trains were passing by simultane-
ously,”he said. The villagers said it took six days for 
help to reach them from neighbouring cities and 
towns, forcing families to claw their way through 
the rubble by hand in search of trapped loved ones. 

They drove the injured to nearby hospitals on 
their own because ambulances could not reach 
them across damaged, snow-covered roads. “For six 
days, we were 40 people in a makeshift tent. It was 
cold and snowy,” Kiymet said. 

Every family now has their own tent. A handful of 
container homes are arriving that villagers plan to 
assign to the elderly and most vulnerable. But noth-
ing will be firmly decided or change for 
Buyuknacar’s survivors until officials conduct 
ground analyses to determine whether people will 
be allowed to stay here and rebuild. 

The few remaining buildings could tip over from 
one of the thousands of aftershocks that have rum-
bled across Turkey in the past month. “We would 
not dare go inside the houses,” said villager Hulya 
Morgul. “They are like our enemies.” 

 
‘Firm ground’ 

Facing a difficult re-election in May, President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has vowed to rebuild the 
entire damaged region within a year. Like the 
Sutdelisis, Erdogan also called Turkey’s mountains 
“firm ground” that his government will focus on 
developing in the months to come. 

“When planning new settlements, we steer our 
cities from the plains to the mountains as much as 
possible, to firm ground,” Erdogan said after the 
quake. Nurten Morgul, who is married with two chil-

dren, said it was hard for her family to simply pick 
up and leave. “The source of our income-our fields, 
our animals-are all here,” she said. Ziya Sutdelisi also 
struggles to focus on the future. “It has been a month 
but we cannot think with clear heads,” he said. “It will 
take a while to come to our senses.” United in grief and 

perseverance, the villagers have formed new bonds, 
which offer a glimmer of hope. “We have all suffered, 
we are helping each other,” Sutdelisi said with a smile 
as a barber from nearby city of Gaziantep offered him 
and two others free outdoor haircuts. “Life has to go 
on for our kids,” he said. — AFP
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‘Nobody warned us’: Turkey struggles  
to rebuild month after earthquake

Tremor and its aftershocks claimed more than 45,000 lives in Turkey 

KAHRAMANMARAS: An aerial view taken in the evening of March 5, 2023 shows a destroyed mosque in 
Kahramanmaras, one month after a massive earthquake struck south-east Turkey.  — AFP

UK to present new  
legislation to curb  
migrant arrivals 
 
LONDON: Britain’s Conservative govern-
ment is expected to present on Tuesday a 
new bill providing for the detention and 
swift deportation of asylum seekers who 
illegally enter the country via small boats, 
according to media reports. Despite 
Brexit-related promises to tighten control 
of its borders, Britain has seen a consider-
able uptick in such arrivals, logging a 
record 45,000 last year, and pressure has 
mounted on Prime Minister Rishi Sunak to 
tackle the situation. 

The bill to be unveiled Tuesday includes 
measures facilitating the detention and 
deportation “as soon as reasonably practi-
cable” of asylum seekers arriving in the 
country illegally, the Daily Mail reported 
on Monday. According to the Mail, the 
legislation contains a “rights brake”, mak-
ing asylum claims by those arriving on 
small boats inadmissible. The government 
intends to send at least some deportees to 
Rwanda under a deal that was struck last 
year but which had never been applied 
after running into legal challenges. 

People who arrived illegally would also 
be barred from returning to the UK for life. 
Home Secretary Suella Braverman on 
Sunday defended the new legislation, say-

ing in the Sun that Britain “must stop the 
boats”. “It has to be that if you come here 
illegally you will be detained and swiftly 
removed,” she said. 

“Our laws will be simple in their inten-
tion and practice-the only route to the UK 
will be a safe and legal route.” Secretary 
for Northern Ireland Chris Heaton-Harris, 
meanwhile, said stemming the flow of 

migrants across the English Channel also 
“involves proper conversations that are 
ongoing” with European countries to 
ensure would-be asylum seekers “are 
upheld in the first safe country that they 
come to”.  Sunak has made stopping the 
boats a flagship promise ahead of general 
elections, for which the opposition Labour 
Party currently leads in the polls. — AFP

Iran ready for  
prisoner swap  
with Belgium 

 
TEHRAN: Iran on Monday 
expressed its readiness for a long-
awaited prisoner swap with Belgium, 
days after the European country’s 
Constitutional Court gave the green 
light for such a move. Following the 
decision “by the Belgian 
Constitutional Court, we can now say 
that the way to implement the agree-
ment has been opened, and the 
Islamic republic of Iran certainly wel-
comes this change,” foreign ministry 
spokesman Nasser Kanani told 
reporters in Tehran. 

The move would see Belgian aid 
worker Olivier Vandecasteele-jailed in 
Iran for 40 years for several charges 
including spying-swapped for Iranian 
official Assadollah Assadi who was 
convicted in Belgium for mastermind-
ing a plot to blow up a 2018 opposi-
tion event outside Paris. 

Under a treaty Belgium and Iran 
signed in 2022, Vandecasteele would 
have been eligible to be swapped for 
Assadi but in December Belgium’s 
constitutional court suspended the 
implementation of the treaty. 

On Friday, however, the Belgian 

Constitutional Court cleared the way 
for a swap by rejecting a legal chal-
lenge to a law allowing prisoner 
exchanges with Iran. Assadi, an 
Iranian diplomat who was stationed in 
Austria, was arrested in 2018 after 
Belgian, French and German security 
officers foiled a plot to set off a bomb 
at a rally outside Paris by an Iranian 
exiled opposition group. 

After three years in detention, 
Assadi was sentenced in Belgium to 
20 years in prison in May 2021. “We 
have stated that he (Assadi) must be 
released unconditionally, compen-
sation must be paid, and a commit-
ment should be given not to repeat 
such actions,” Kanani said, adding 
that “with the recent change, we 
hope to see an opening regarding 
the diplomat’s case.” 

Vandecasteele, 42, was handed 
multiple sentences totalling 40 years 
on a range of charges on January 10, 
but with the sentences to run con-
currently he would need to only 
serve 12.5 years behind bars, Iran’s 
judiciary said noting that his verdict 
could be appealed. 

Iran arrested Vandecasteele in 
February 2022, and he has since been 
held in conditions that Belgium’s gov-
ernment has described as “inhumane”. 
Belgium insists Vandecasteele is inno-
cent and is being held as a hostage as 
Tehran attempts to force Brussels to 
release Assadi.  — AFP 

DOVER: Migrants are escorted ashore from the UK Border Force vessel ‘BF Ranger’ in Dover, 
southeast England, on March 6, 2023, after having been picked up at sea while attempting to 
cross the English Channel. — AFP

Saudi deposits 
$5 billion... 
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 93 percent of non-oil trade, the official WAM 
news agency reported. Non-oi l  exchanges 

between the two countries reached $19 billion 
last year, up 40 percent on the previous year 
and 112 percent from 2020, WAM said. “It is 
expected that the agreement will contribute to 
increasing non-oil bilateral trade to $40 billion 
annually within five years, while also creating 
25,000 new job opportunities by 2031,” the 
news agency added. — AFP

Hezbollah backs  
pro-Syria politician  
for president 

 
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s powerful Hezbollah group 
endorsed Monday a presidential candidate, in a move 
unlikely to resolve a deadlock that has left the crisis-hit 
country for months without a head of state. “The can-
didate we support... is Sleiman Frangieh,” Hezbollah 
chief Hassan Nasrallah said during a televised speech. 

The Iran-backed Shiite movement holds huge sway 
over political life in Lebanon, but opposition from the 
country’s two main Christian parties means pro-Syrian 
Frangieh lacks a clear path to majority backing in the 
divided parliament. Lebanon has been mired for three 
years in a spiraling economic crisis dubbed by the 
World Bank as one of the worst in recent global histo-
ry, and has been without a president since Michel 
Aoun’s term expired at the end of October. 

Politically rudderless, it has been run by a caretaker 
government with limited powers since May. Frangieh, 
57, a personal friend of Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad, has long been considered among Hezbollah’s 
preferred choices for president. The former lawmaker 
and minister heads the Christian Marada movement, 
and like many of Lebanon’s prominent political figures, 
hails from a storied dynasty. 

Lebanon’s sectarian political elite is widely 
blamed for the country’s current woes. Lawmakers 
have held 11 rounds of voting to name a successor 
to Aoun, but no candidate has garnered enough 
ballots. Hezbollah and its allies have cast blank 
votes, with some lawmakers accusing the group of 

obstructing the ballot. The Shiite group’s Christian 
ally, the Free Patriotic Movement, has opposed 
Frangieh’s candidacy as its leader, Gebran Bassil, is 
also vying for the presidency. 

The Shiite Amal movement, another Hezbollah ally, 
has voiced support for Frangieh. But with no single 
party or parliamentary bloc holding a majority, elect-
ing a new president can drag on for months of even 
years. Before Hezbollah-backed Aoun was finally elected 
in 2016, the group had adopted a similar boycotting tac-
tic, contributing to more than two years of presidential 
vacancy. Frangieh’s grandfather and namesake was pres-
ident when Lebanon’s 1975-1990 civil war broke out. 

The presidential candidate’s father, politician Tony 
Frangieh, was murdered in 1978 along with the rest of 
his immediate family - apart from Sleiman, who had 
been away - by rival Christian fighters. Lawmaker 
Michel Moawad had received the most ballots in the 
failed presidential votes in recent months, but 
remained far from clinching a majority. Moawad has 
good ties with Washington and has repeatedly asked 
for Hezbollah - the only faction to keep its weapons 
after the end of the civil war - to disarm. — AFP  

Iran to evade  
fresh censure  
by watchdog 

 
VIENNA: Iran will evade fresh censure by the 
UN nuclear watchdog after making “concrete” 
commitments at the weekend to be transparent 
following the discovery of particles enriched to 
near weapons-grade, diplomats told AFP on 
Monday. The development  comes af ter 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
head Rafael Grossi received assurances from 
Iran that surveillance cameras at several nuclear 
sites would be reconnected and the pace of 
inspections increased. 

On Saturday, Grossi returned from a two-day 
visit to Tehran, which sought greater cooperation 
over its atomic activities, following the discovery 
of uranium particles enriched to near weapons-
grade level. Three Western diplomats told AFP on 
the first day of the Board of Governors meeting of 
the Vienna-based IAEA that no new resolution 
criticizing Iran over its nuclear program was 
planned. “But it remains to be seen whether any-
thing agreed in Tehran results in real progress,” a 
Western diplomat cautioned. 

In November, Iran was censured over its lack of 
cooperation with the agency. On Monday, Grossi 
dismissed the perception that he had merely 
obtained empty promises from Iran over the 
weekend. These are “not promises, we do have 
certain agreements which are concrete,” he told 
reporters in Vienna. “I have been as frustrated as 
many other people, perhaps the most frustrated, 
when there is lack of results,” he added. 

“We seem to be moving into more firm ground,” 
he said, adding that the agency would “of course 
walk with caution”. Grossi hailed “a marked 
improvement” in his discussions with the Iranian 
government last week. He said the measures he 
agreed with Iran should be in place “very soon” fol-
lowing a technical meeting due to travel to Tehran. In 

his series of meetings with Iranian officials, Grossi 
met President Ebrahim Raisi. 

Tehran also indicated it had agreed to more 
inspections at the Fordo underground plant, where 
uranium particles enriched to near weapons-grade 
were found. A confidential IAEA report seen by 
AFP detailed that uranium particles enriched up to 
83.7 percent - just under the 90 percent needed to 
produce an atomic bomb - had been detected. Iran 
denies wanting to acquire atomic weapons, and 
says it had made no attempt to enrich uranium 
beyond 60-percent purity. 

In January, the IAEA’s Grossi said Iran had 
“amassed enough nuclear material for several 
nuclear weapons”. On-off talks between Tehran and 
world powers to revive a 2015 landmark deal that 
sought to curb Iran’s nuclear program in exchange 
for sanctions relief had stalled since last year. The 
deal Iran reached with Britain, China, France, 
Germany, Russia and the United States collapsed 
after Washington’s unilateral withdrawal in 2018 
under then president Donald Trump. — AFP  

Hassan Nasrallah

VIENNA: Rafael Grossi, Director General of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), speaks 
to journalists after the IAEA’s Board of Governors’ 
meeting at the agency’s headquarters in Vienna on 
March 6, 2023.  —AFP 


