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PARIS: Iran has announced more than 100 arrests 
nationwide over the mystery poisonings of thousands 
of schoolgirls, charging that the unidentified alleged 
perpetrators may have links with “hostile” groups. In 
the wave of cases since late November, schoolgirls 
have suffered fainting, nausea, shortness of breath and 
other symptoms after reporting “unpleasant” odors on 
school premises, with some being treated in hospitals.

State media reported late Saturday that the Iranian 
interior ministry had announced the arrests over the 
suspected poison attacks in more than 200 schools 
that have sparked fear and anger among pupils and 
their parents. “More than 100 people who were re-
sponsible for the recent school incidents were iden-
tified, arrested and investigated,” the ministry said 
in a statement carried by state news agency IRNA. 
“Among those arrested are people with hostile mo-
tives and with the aim of instilling terror in the people 
and students and to close schools.”

Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had last 
Monday called for the perpetrators of the “unforgiv-
able crime” to be tracked down “without mercy”. The 
ministry added that “fortunately, from the middle of 
the last week until today, the number of incidents in 
schools has decreased significantly, and there have 
been no reports of sick students”.

The statement pointed at possible links to an Alba-
nia-based exiled Iranian opposition group that Tehran 
considers a “terrorist” organization, the People’s Mu-

jahedin of Iran or Mujahedeen-e-Khalq (MEK). “The 
investigation of these criminal people, including the 
discovery of their possible connection with the ter-
rorist organizations such as the MEK and others, is 
ongoing,” reported IRNA.

Shahin Gobadi, Paris-based spokesman for the 
MEK, said the accusations were “a ridiculous show to 
cover up the role of the institutions under Khamenei’s 
command in this big crime” and urged Tehran to ac-
cept an international investigation. “The crime of poi-
soning thousands of schoolgirls... is the work of no one 
but the clerical regime and its security and repressive 
apparatus,” he said in a statement.

The poisonings started two months into the pro-
tests that gripped Iran following the September 16 
death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini, an ethnic Kurd 
who had been arrested over an alleged violation of 
strict dress rules for women. Iran has blamed those 
protests, which it commonly labels “riots”, on hostile 
forces abroad linked to its arch foes the United States, 
the Zionist entity and their allies. More than 5,000 pu-
pils have been affected in poisoning cases in approxi-
mately 230 schools across 25 out of Iran’s 31 provinc-
es, the latest official tally said. The ministry said arrests 
were made in the provinces of Tehran, Qom and Gilan 
in the north, Razavi Khorasan in the northeast, West 
Azerbaijan, East Azerbaijan and Zanjan in the north-
west, Kurdistan and Hamadan in the west, Khuzestan 
in the southwest and Fars in the south. — AFP 
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NEW YORK: Activists from New York-based Iranian women’s rights group Woman Life Freedom attend a rally 
condemning the mass poisoning of Iranian female students on March 11, 2023. — AFP 

Rights group accuses 
Burkina forces of 
‘massacring’ civilians
OUAGADOUGOU: A human rights group has ac-
cused government forces of “massacring” at least 
21 civilians in a raid on a village in northern Burkina 
Faso. Children were among those killed when more 
than 100 hooded attackers in military fatigues de-
scended on Toessin-Foulbe earlier this week, shoot-
ing and torturing victims, the NGO said.

All but two of the dead belonged to the Fulani mi-
nority ethnic group, the Collective Against Immunity 
and Stigmatisation of Communities (CISC) said. The 
attack took place at around 0900 GMT on Wednes-
day morning, the NGO said, with “allegations of tor-
ture and extrajudicial executions of civilians”.

“The suspected perpetrators of this massacre are 
believed to be elements of the defence and securi-
ty forces and the Volunteers for the Defence of the 
Homeland (VDP)” the rights group said on Friday. 
Set up in December 2019, the VDP is made up of 
civilian volunteers who are given two weeks’ military 
training before working alongside the army.

“The death toll was reported to be 20, including 
one woman and three children,” the NGO said. “Sev-
en women were reportedly injured and three people 
are missing,” it added, saying on Saturday that an-
other man’s body had been found.

‘Women tortured’ 
It said “more than a hundred members of the FDS 

and VDP, dressed in military fatigues, all hooded and 
armed” entered the village on “pick-up trucks and 
motorbikes” before shooting the men. “Women were 
tortured to make them say where the terrorists were 
hiding,” the NGO said. “They were our soldiers and 
the VDP... They were wearing army uniforms and 
had a Burkina flag,” a witness who also counted “21 
bodies” told AFP. A resident said members of the 
village were “suspected of collaborating with armed 
terrorists”. The Fulani people are often singled out 
because some members of the community belong 
to jihadist groups. A government spokesman did not 
immediately respond to the accusations.

CISC called for an independent judicial inqui-
ry. Last month, the NGO accused the army of kill-
ing at least 25 civilians in the east of the country 
and called for an investigation. The government 
said it had launched a probe. One of the world’s 
poorest nations, Burkina Faso has been battling 
the jihadist insurgency since it spilled over from 
neighbouring Mali in 2015.  

More than 10,000 civilians, troops and police 
have been killed, according to an NGO estimate, 
while more than two million people have fled their 
homes. Ibrahim Traore, the army captain who 
seized power nearly six months ago and is now 
acting president, has stressed his determination to 
fight the jihadists. — AFP

TBILISI: Georgian anti-government protesters rally outside the parliament as lawmakers vote to call off 
controversial “foreign agent” bill that sparked an international outcry and mass protests in the Caucasus 
country earlier this week, in Tbilisi. — AFP

Young Georgians 
shun Moscow, 
push for EU dream
TBILISI: Georgia’s young protesters, having forced 
parliament into a U-turn on controversial new leg-
islation, are determined to maintain the pressure on 
the government, which they believe is steering the 
country away from Europe. Thousands of young and 
mainly peaceful protesters flooded the capital Tbilisi 
this week. Many of them, speaking to AFP, insisted 
they were not motivated by party allegiances in the 
fiercely partisan country.

The over-arching reason they braved tear gas and 
water cannon, they said, was a firm belief that the 
ex-Soviet country should anchor itself to Europe. The 
rallies erupted Tuesday when parliament began to in-
troduce a “foreign agent” bill reminiscent of Russian 
legislation used to suppress media and civil society. 
Under pressure from the protesters, the ruling Geor-
gian Dream party formally voted down the bill Friday 
to the cheers and whistles of protesters outside par-

liament, holding signs that read: “We are Europe.” 
“We’re happy the law failed, that Georgians pre-
vailed and that they will continue to fight for their 
European future,” said 20-year-old student Saba 
Meurmishvili. Meurmishvili said police had arrest-
ed him at the rally while he was chanting anti-gov-
ernment slogans. He was held for two days, before a 
court released him with a $900-fine.

He went right back to demonstrating alongside 
other students, he said, to “protest this government, 
which is trying to bring us back to Russia. “I want to 
build a European country. We are a generation born 
and raised in a democratic and free Georgia and we 
want to preserve our peace and our freedom.”

For Meurmishvili, the protests that gripped 
Georgia-a former Soviet republic with a history 
of political turmoil-were linked to the country’s vi-
brant civil society, not a political party. “We try to 
keep our distance from all political parties,” he said. 
On Friday, the Kremlin accused foreign countries 
of orchestrating “an attempted coup.” But Russian 
influence appears to be waning in Georgia, whose 
younger generations are strongly pro-European. 
On Friday, the country’s jailed ex-leader Mikheil 
Saakashvili praised the protesters for their role in 
stopping the proposed law.—AFP

Escaped jihadist 
prisoners killed 
in Mauritania
NOUAKCHOTT: Three escaped jihadist prisoners 
were killed in Mauritania during an operation to re-
capture them, the government said on Saturday. A po-
lice officer died, and a fourth prisoner was detained, 
officials said. The operation took place overnight 
Friday in the rugged heartland mountainous area of 
Adrar, a security official said on condition of anonym-
ity. The four jihadists had escaped from a Nouakchott 
prison the previous Sunday.

Security forces “came under heavy fire which led 
them to engage in combat with the terrorist elements”, 
the defence and interior ministries said. The govern-
ment hailed a “quality operation” carried out by se-
curity forces in this immense desert country of 4.5 
million inhabitants. No information had been released 
on the whereabouts of the jihadists in recent days, nor 
on how they reached the north. But a security official 
said during the week that Ould Cheikh’s “excessively 
dangerous” escape plan had been “very well organ-
ised and planned for a long time”.

During the search for the fugitives, internet cover-
age has been disrupted all week across the country, 
NetBlocks, an organisation that monitors this activity 
around the world, told AFP, linking these disruptions 
to the hunt for them.

Deadly jailbreak 
During the original escape, two guards were killed 

and two injured, said the interior ministry. The escape 
was a rare event in a nation spared the insurgency 
sweeping through the Sahel. According to a military 
official, two of the prisoners had been sentenced to 
death, while the other two were awaiting trial for mem-
bership of a terrorist organisation. One of the prison-
ers killed was Saleck Ould Cheikh, who had been on 
death row since 2011 for his part in a plot to assassinate 
former Mauritanian president Mohamed Ould Abdel 
Aziz, a military official confirmed. The death penalty 
has not been enforced in Mauritania since 1987. Ould 
Cheikh had already escaped prison in December 2015 
before being arrested in Guinea Bissau and sent back 
to Mauritania after three weeks on the run.

The second prisoner on death row participated 
in attacks on the army in the north of the country in 
2005, the military official said. Mauritania has not ex-
perienced an attack on its soil since 2011, the result of 
security and political efforts made since the 2000s to 
curb the jihadist threat. At the same time, jihadism was 
spreading to neighbouring Mali, then across the Sahel. 
The absence of attacks has fuelled suggestions a se-
cret non-aggression pact exists between Nouakchott 
and the jihadists. Washington claimed to have found 
documents in 2011 at the Pakistani hideout where for-
mer Al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden was killed, list-
ing an attempt at rapprochement between the group 
and the Mauritanian government in 2010.—AFP

Latest California 
storm leaves at 
least two dead
PAJARO: Another powerful storm pummeled Califor-
nia overnight into Saturday, forcing thousands to evac-
uate and resulting in at least two deaths, while causing 
a levee to give way in coastal Monterey County. “We 
were hoping to avoid and prevent this situation, but the 
worst case scenario has arrived with the Pajaro River 
overtopping and levee breaching at about midnight,” 
Luis Alejo, a Monterey County supervisor, said Satur-
day on Twitter. Residents told AFP they were alerted 
by local fire officials in the middle of the night that they 
needed to evacuate. “Just the noise of the fire depart-
ment-their sirens and all-woke us up,” said Moses, a 
resident of the area for around 20 years who preferred 
to give only his first name.

He said officials later came and knocked on his door 
multiple times, but that he decided to wait until 5:00 
AM to make a decision. After returning home from sur-
veying the flooding, Moses said water was beginning 
to cover his street. “That’s when I told my wife, ‘hey, 
we got to get out of here,’” he said. The area remained 
under a flood warning Saturday afternoon, the Nation-
al Weather Service said. Friday night, state emergen-
cy services director Nancy Ward announced that the 
storm had already claimed at least two lives.

Images posted on Twitter by the state’s National 
Guard account showed guardsmen rescuing residents 
trapped in their cars by high water. At least one road 

was washed away in Santa Cruz County, just north of 
Monterey. Residents in several towns, mostly in the 
north, have been ordered to evacuate. An unusual-
ly intense and seemingly endless series of storms has 
battered California for weeks. The latest storm was 
expected to dump as much as nine inches (23 centime-
ters) of rain on already saturated ground.

‘Pineapple express’ 
Part of a powerful atmospheric river known as a 

“Pineapple express”-for the warm, subtropical mois-
ture it brings from Hawaii-this latest storm will speed 
the melting of the enormous snowpack that has built 
up in higher elevations. The resulting runoff threatens 
to aggravate already serious flooding. In Pajaro on 
Saturday, the fire department and national guard used 
drones to survey the flooded areas, checking for peo-
ple stranded in their homes, AFP reporters saw.

Two cousins, Angel Martinez and Christian Gar-
cia, waded through the water carrying a plastic bag 
of food salvaged from the kitchen. They told AFP their 
neighborhood was a “wreck,” with water three-feet 
(one-meter) deep in their backyard.

They were only able to grab phone chargers, some 
blankets and a first aid kit when they hastily evacu-
ated. US President Joe Biden on Friday approved an 
emergency declaration that clears the way to expedite 
federal aid to the western state. Biden called Gover-
nor Gavin Newsom on Saturday to reaffirm full fed-
eral support for the impact of flooding and landslides 
on the state, a White House pool report said. Newsom 
said California was “deploying every tool we have to 
protect communities from the relentless and deadly 
storms battering our state.” Storms in January were 
blamed for the loss of 20 lives. — AFP

WATSONVILLE: An aerial view shows people wading through a flooded neighborhood in the unincorporated 
community of Pajaro in Watsonville, California. — AFP


