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Domestic
Economy

Iran’s Deputy Foreign 
Minister for Economic Di-
plomacy Mehdi Safari said 
that members of the BRICS 
grouping of emerging 
economies will continue 
to carry out trade in local 
currencies.
Trade exchanges are being 
carried out through local 
currencies by the members 
in a bid to ditch the US 
dollar, Safari told IRNA on 
the sidelines of the BRICS 
Sherpas and Sous-Sherpas 
meeting held in Moscow 
from January 29 to Febru-
ary 2.
He said, however, that 
BRICS will continue efforts 
to create a joint currency 
in the long-run to become 
completely free of the need 
to rely on major interna-
tional currencies. 
During the three-day meet-
ing, all events scheduled to 
be held in 2024 were re-

viewed and 239 programs 
were approved, said the Iranian official. 
He said that BRICS mem-
bers also discussed multi-
lateral cooperation in the fields of finance, banking, 
energy, transportation, ar-tificial intelligence, politics, 
security and cultural rela-
tions in the meeting.
Russia will chair BRICS 
in 2024 under the slogan 
“Strengthening Multilater-
alism for Equitable Global 
Development and Securi-
ty.”Last year, Iran, along five 
other countries, were in-
vited to join BRICS, which 
comprises of Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China, and South 
Africa, from January this 
year. A new government in 
Argentina, which was one of the invitees, has notified 
BRICS that it will not join 
the bloc.

A specialized working 
group was formed by the 
order of Oil Minister Ja-
vad Owji to redress energy 
shortage.
Owji assigned the minis-try’s affiliated companies 
and departments to sum up proposals for fixing en-
ergy imbalance and offer a 
pragmatic approach, Shana 
reported.
The incumbent govern-
ment inherited an imbal-
ance in the gas sector due to insufficient investment when it took office in Au-
gust 2021. The imbalance 

caused widespread pow-er blackouts in house-
holds in 2020. Hence, the 
incumbent government 
has implemented sever-
al projects to rectify the 
imbalance.
The imbalance, however, 
exists as the country is 
witnessing a jump in ener-
gy use in different sectors.
Iran’s energy consumption 
intensity is the highest in the world rankings as a 
major of the huge amount 
of energy produced in 
the country is consumed 
lavishly.

Iran’s deputy minister of 
roads and urban devel-
opment said there was 
a 40.5% growth in the 
transit in the country in the first 10 months of the 
current Iranian calendar 
year (started March 21, 2023).
According to the statis-

tics of the Ministry of 
Roads and Urban Devel-
opment, 12.661 million 
tons of goods were tran-
sited from the country 
between March 21, 2023, 
and January 22, 2024, 
showing a 40.5 percent hike compared to the 

same period last year, 
Kamal Hadianfar stated, 
reported Tasnim News 
Agency.
The deputy roads min-
ister went on to say that 
4.1 million tons of oil 
products were transited 
via Iranian land, showing an 88.5 percent hike com-
pared to the same period 
last year.  
Meanwhile, 8.561 million 
tons of non-oil products 
were transited through 
Iran’s territory from 
March 21, 2023, to Janu-
ary 22, 2024, registering a 
25.2 percent growth com-
pared to last year’s corre-
sponding period, he said. 
The secretary of the 

Transportation Coordi-
nation Supreme Council 
further noted that 11.2 
million tons and 1.261 
million tons of goods 
were transited via Iran 
in road and rail sectors 
respectively.
The road and rail transit 
of goods via Iranian land 
registered a 46 and a one 
percent growth com-
pared to the same peri-
od last year, the deputy 
roads minister added.
The development of 
transit is one of the main 
pillars of the general pol-
icies stipulated in the 7th 
Five-Year Socioeconomic 
and Cultural Develop-
ment Plan.

The Iranian Steel Pro-
d u c e r s  A s s o c i a t i o n 
(ISPA) said over 24 mil-
lion tons of steel prod-
ucts were exported from the country in the first 
10 months of the cur-
rent Iranian calendar 

year (started March 21, 

2023), showing a 21% 
growth compared to the 
same period last year.
The association put the 
value of the steel prod-
ucts exported from the 
country between March 

21, 2023, and January 
22, 2024, at $6.2 billion, 
IRNA reported.
In this period, Iran’s 
export of iron ore con-
centrate considerably 
increased as much as 
10fold, IRNA reported.

Earlier, ISPA announced 
that Iran’s export of semi-finished steel prod-
ucts from March 21 to 
December 22, 2023, reg-istered a 7.6 percent hike 
compared to last year’s 
corresponding period.

BRICS states will continue trade 

in local currencies: Deputy FM

Russian PM 
says Iran-
EAEU FTA 
should be put 
into effect 
soon
Russia’s prime minister 
emphasized the need for 
completing all procedures 
for a free trade agreement 
(FTA) concluded between 
the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU) and Iran to 
come into force as soon as 
possible.
“A free trade agreement 
with Iran was signed at 
the end of last year (De-

cember 25, 2023) .  Its 
execution will create nu-
merous prospects for our 
companies to supply the market in this country. All 
procedures must be com-
pleted as soon as possible 
in order for the document to take effect,” Mikhail Mi-
shustin said, reported Tas-
nim News AgencyHe also stated that talks 
for a temporary free trade 
deal with Mongolia and 
an improvement to the 
existing accord with Viet-
nam are underway. “We’ve 
made considerable prog-
ress in our conversation 
with Egypt. Negotiations 
are continuing with the 
United Arab Emirates 
and Indonesia. All of this 
is especially important in 
the context of reorient-ing Eurasian trade flows 
toward the most promis-ing markets and friendly 
states,” the Russian prime 
minister stated.He put the significant em-
phasis to improving the 
alliance’s relations with China. “We need to make 
every effort to success-
fully implement the mea-
sures provided for in the 
roadmap for the develop-
ment of economic coop-
eration with our Chinese 
friends,” he said.
Furthermore, he noted 
that relations with re-
gional organizations, 
particularly the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) and the Association 
of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN), are also 
strengthening, TASS re-
ported.
On December 25, 2023, 
the EAEU countries signed 
a full-scale free trade 
agreement with Iran. “The agreement officially 
comes into force from the moment it is ratified by the member states. I think 
that their parliaments will 
not delay this process and will carry it out quickly 
enough,” Chairman of the 
Board of the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Commission (EEC) Mikhail Myasnikovich told 
reporters after the signing 
ceremony.
According to him, now 
the parties should carry out practical work on the 
formation of mechanisms 
for the implementation of 
both trade and investment 
provisions of the agree-
ment.
The temporary agreement 
on creation of a free trade 
zone between the EAEU 
and Iran was conclud-
ed on May 17, 2018 and 
came into force on Octo-
ber 27, 2019, the report 
added.

Transit of goods via Iran up 40.5% 

in 10 months: Deputy minister

Iran’s 10-month steel exports 

rise 21%: ISPA

Specialized 

working group 

formed to solve 

energy shortage

Russia top foreign investor in Tehran: Official
The head of the Iran Invest-
ment Organization said the 
Russian Federation stood in the first place in terms of 
foreign investment made 
in the country in the cur-
rent Iranian calendar year 
(started March 21, 2023).
Deputy Minister of Econ-omy Ali Fekri said, “A total 
of 578 investment projects 
have now been launched 
in the country within the framework of the Foreign 

Direct Investment,” IRNA 
reported.
Iranian President Ebra-
him Raisi has emphasized 
removing the trade barri-
ers in line with attracting 
more foreign investment 
in the country, he said. 
It is expected that the total 
value of foreign investment 
in these projects will reach 
$10.608 billion, he added.
The maximum foreign in-
vestment has been made 

in the oil and gas sectors of 
the country, reaching $4.8 
billion, he noted.
Russia has had the max-
imum investment on the 
projects over the past 
three months, accounting 
for more than 31% of the 
total foreign investment, 
followed by the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), Chi-
na and Iranians residing 
abroad respectively, he 
said, Mehr news agency 

reported. According to 
him, about 10 percent 
of these projects under 
FDI will be invested 
by Iranians residing 
overseas.
Turning to the mech-
anism of foreign invest-ment in the country, Fekri 
said effective steps have been taken in the current 
administration in line with 
boosting foreign invest-
ment.
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History
Located to the east of the city, Khojir 
National Park has been designated 
as a national park since 1982, cover-
ing an area of approximately 10,013 
hectares. It is part of the Jajrud pro-
tected region, which has historically 
served as a royal hunting ground for 
nearly 200 years and is the oldest 
no-hunting zone in the country.

Flora and fauna
Khojir National Park is home to a di-
verse array of wildlife, with species 
thriving in the park’s varied environ-
ments. Notably, the park, along with 
Sorkheh Hesar and Jajrud Protected 
Area provides habitats for numerous 
animal species, some of which are 
considered habitat regions due to 
their reliance on the ecosystem. The 
animals in the area include wolves, 
martens, foxes, jackals, rabbits, ot-
ters, hyenas, badgers, wildcats, leop-
ards, ibex, and gazelles.

Birds
The park’s diverse ecosystems, 
which encompass rivers, mountains, 
steppes, farms, and gardens, provide 
a haven for various migratory bird 
species. Notable avian inhabitants 
include partridges, mallards, teals, 
shovelers, buntings, golden orioles, 
hoopoes, rollers, and the eastern im-
perial eagle. Collectively, Khojir, Ja-
jrud Protected Area and Sorkheh Hes-
ar National Park account for 22.6% of 
Iran’s bird species.

Reptiles
The combined Sorkheh Hesar, Khojir, 
and Jajrud protected areas are home 
to 27 known species of reptiles, in-
cluding nine species of lizard, 17 spe-

cies of snake, and one species of turtle.

Plants
Khojir National Park boasts the best 
wild pistachio forest in the Alborz 
Mountain region, along with other 
important tree species such as pea-
nut, Prunus scoparia, Celtis australis, 
and juniper. The park also features a 
range of pharmacological, industrial, 
and edible plant species, including 
Cotoneaster, Sophora, Rubia tincto-
rum, plane trees, barberries, white 
poplar, Paliurus spina-christi, ephe-
dra, maple, pine, hawthorn, Europe-
an ash, tree of heaven, locusts, Prunus lycioides, cornflower, tamarisk, and 
common couch. Additionally, the 
area is known for wild poppies, which 
bloom in mid-spring.

Unique geological features
Khojir National Park is notable for its 
distinctive geological characteristics, 
encompassing a variety of soils and 
rocks, ranging from sandstone to vol-
canic formations.

Location
Situated to the east of Tehran, adja-
cent to Sorkheh Hesar Park, Khojir 
National Park is accessible via the 
Pasdaran Road to Parchin. The park 
is approximately 42km from Tehran 
and can be reached by private vehi-
cle, with access points via Pasdaran 
Highway and the road from Tehran to 
Damavand.

Best time to visit
The recommended visiting period 
is from early July to early November, 
taking into account the wildlife’s 
breeding and reproduction season 
and minimizing human disturbance.

Activities and attractions
Khojir National Park is primarily a sci-entific park, offering opportunities to 
observe and learn about unique and 
valuable plant and animal species. 
Notable activities and attractions 
within the park include:
Wildlife spotting: Visitors can ob-
serve a variety of animals in their 
natural habitat, surrounded by lush 
vegetation.
Hiking trails: The park features sce-
nic trails suitable for hiking, jogging, 
or running, providing an opportuni-
ty to immerse oneself in the natural 
beauty and observe wildlife.
Photography: The park offers excel-
lent subjects for photography, includ-
ing natural landscapes and diverse 
wildlife.
Visitors should note that the park 
does not provide extensive facilities, 
with only a few local houses available 
for rent and limited sanitary facilities 
at the park entrance. Camping is al-
lowed within the park.

Sights around
In addition to exploring Khojir Na-
tional Park, visitors can visit Sorkheh 
Hesar National Park, which offers 
various recreational activities. Near-
by attractions include guest houses, 
hotels, and facilities for leisure activ-
ities. The Jajrud area and its river, as 
well as the Latyan Dam, provide addi-
tional opportunities for outdoor rec-
reation, such as sailing, water skiing, 
and cycling along the Lavasan Road to 
the Latyan section.By offering a rich array of flora, fauna, 
and geological features, Khojir Na-
tional Park stands as a testament to 
Iran’s natural beauty and ecological 
diversity.

Lutf Ali Azar Bigdeli was born into 
an Isfahani family that included officials who reached high posi-
tions under the Safavids. His birth 
in 1,722, however, occurred near-
ly simultaneously with the Afghan 
invasion of Isfahan, leading the en-tirety of his family to flee to Qom. 
Before he eventually returned to 
Isfahan his travels took him to Ban-
dar Abbas (where his father was 

appointed to a position by Nader 

Shah), ʿIraq-e ʿAjam, Fars, Sham, 
Mecca, Mashad and Azerbaijan. Af-
ter the assassination of Nader Shah 
in 1747 he served various rulers: the Afsharids ʿAdil Shah and Ibra-him Shah, and the Safavids Ismaʿil 
III and Sulayman III. In short, he experienced at first 
hand the vagaries of a chaotic time 
in Iran’s history and was cognizant 
of the consequences that years 
of political upheaval and turmoil 
could have for family and pro-
fessional prospects. Azar’s keen 
awareness of the shifting fortunes 
of Isfahan and his utmost admira-
tion for that city can be seen else-
where in his poetry. In his intro-
duction to the section dealing with 

the poetry of his contemporaries 
in his Firetemple, Azar’s under-
standing of the effect of Iran’s cha-
otic recent history upon literary 
activities is on full display:
For many years, on account of the 
revolution of the time, at once the 
customs of poetic compositions are nullified and poets, from great 
anguish, are changed. The resolve 
of poets is corrupted. The scat-
tering of easy circumstances and 
state of confusion are such that 
no one is in the state of reading or 
composing poetry.Azar notes that for fifty years the 
condition of his contemporaries was defined by the tyranny, oppres-
sion and evil that reigned over all 
parts of Iran, once the paragon of 
the garden of heavens. During this 
torturous time Iran saw its ‘wealth 
plundered — her daughters mas-
sacred, or sold to bondage – and 
the denizens of the once-smiling 
gardens … exiled and wandering in 
a foreign clime’. Azar is adamant not 
only in detailing the sorry state of af-
fairs in eighteenth-century Iran, but 
also in justifying the poetry and po-
sition of his contemporaries, which 

must be viewed with consideration 
of these debilitating social and eco-
nomic conditions. He juxtaposes 
the amicable social conditions of the 
ancient poets with the tumultuous 
times of his contemporaries, there-
by indicating that any comparison 
between the two would not be fair. 
The ancient poets were ‘nurtured in 
the cradle of prosperity and peace, 
and obtaining every want and wish 
beneath the shadow of the protec-
tion of the monarchs of the age’. Con-
temporary poets, on the other hand, 
were left at the mercy and whim of 
oppression and misfortune, heavily 
restricting their ability to compose 
poetry.
As Azar describes the arrival of 
Karim Khan Zand, he references the beneficial conditions more 
amenable to literary production, 
as witnessed in the case of Mirza ʿAbd al-vahhab. But this did not 
mean Azar or his contemporary 
cohort were to be entirely immune 
from the social and political vicis-
situdes during the time of Karim 
Khan Zand’s rule, nor necessarily 
able to cope with the loss of their patron Mirza ʿ Abd al-Vahhab. 

With the death of Mirza ʿAbd 
al-Vahhab, patronage for the Isfa-
hani Circle was disrupted remap-
ping Persian literary history and 
fractured. Faced with uncertainly 
following the loss of their patron, 
many of the formative members 
of this literary circle travelled else-
where in Iran in an effort to seek 
new opportunities.
This interregnum between Mirza ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s death in 1770-1 
and the establishment of Fat’hali 
Shah’s literary society in Tehran, 
when the ‘literary return’ style 
achieved supremacy, is a crucial 
period for understanding how the 
early movement developed. 
During this period one gains a bet-
ter insight into the understandings 
and perceptions of the ‘literary re-
turn’ movement, the social condi-
tions of which it was a part and the 
manner in which the poets viewed 
themselves. Several rich poetic 
sources from this time, including 
letters and elegies, capture some of 
the attitudes of the Isfahani Circle 
during a period when the forma-
tive stage of their movement ended 
and a new stage was to begin.

Enjoy wildlife,  

hiking, and  

photography in  

Khojir National Park

A poet’s journey through turbulent times

 balad.ir

 kite.ir

The above is a lightly edited version of part of a chapter  titled, ‘Reformation and Reconstruction of Poetic Networks: Isfahan 1722-1801’, from a book entitled, ‘Remapping Persian Literary History,  
1700-1900’, written by Kevin L. Schwartz, published by Edinburgh University Press.

Khojir National Park, situated in Tehran and adjacent to Sorkheh Hesar 
National Park, is a significant natural area in the city. Despite their close 
proximity, Khojir has maintained a pristine and unspoiled environment due 
to its greater distance from Tehran. This article delves into the remarkable 
features of this national park in Iran.
Spanning from 1,200 to 2,138 meters in elevation, Khojir National Park 
comprises high and semi-high hills as well as tall mountains. Notable peaks 
within the park include Zelzeleh Peak, Barjamali, Zirak Chal, Sarukoh, Aseman 
Kuh, Gavi Dagh, Jangal Sookhteh, and Darbandak.



4 Special IssueSpecial Issue
Smear Campaign Against UNRWA

The UN immediately sacked all the ac-
cused staff, seemingly without due pro-
cess. We can assume that was because 
the refugee agency was afraid its al-
ready threadbare lifeline to the people 
of Gaza, as well as millions of other Pal-
estinian refugees across the region — in 
the West Bank, Lebanon, Jordan, and 
Syria — would be further threatened. It 
need not have worried. Western donor 
states cut their funding anyway, plung-
ing Gaza deeper into calamity.

They did so without regard to the fact 
their decision amounts to collective 
punishment: some 2.3 million Pales-
tinians in Gaza face starvation and the 
spread of lethal disease, while another 
4 million Palestinian refugees across 
the region are at imminent risk of los-
ing food, health care, and schooling.
According to law professor Francis Boyle, who filed a genocide case for Bos-
nia at the World Court some two decades 
ago, that shifts most of these Western 

states from their existing complicity 
with Israel’s genocide (by selling arms 

and providing aid and diplomatic cov-

er) into direct and active participation 
in the genocide, by violating the 1948 
Genocide Convention’s prohibition on “deliberately inflicting on the group [in 

this case, Palestinians] conditions of life 
calculated to bring about its physical de-
struction in whole or in part”.
The World Court is investigating Israel 
for genocide. But it could easily widen 

its investigation to include Western 
states. The threat to UNRWA needs to 
be seen in that light.
Not only is Israel thumbing its nose at 
the World Court and international law, 
but states like the US and UK are doing 
so too, by cutting their funding to the 
refugee agency. They are slapping the 
court in the face, and indicating that 
they are four-square behind Israel’s 
crimes, even if they are shown to be 
genocidal in nature.

Israel’s creature
The following is the proper context for 
understanding what is really going on 
with this latest attack on UNRWA:
The agency was created in 1949 — de-
cades before Israel’s current military 
slaughter in Gaza — to provide for the 
basic needs of Palestinian refugees, 
including essential food provision, 
health care, and education. It has an 
outsize role in Gaza because most of 
the Palestinians living there lost — or 
are descended from families that lost 
— everything in 1948.

That was when they were ethnically cleansed by the fledgling Israeli mili-
tary from most of Palestine, in an event 
known to Palestinians as the Nakba, or 
Catastrophe. Their lands were turned 
into what Israel’s leaders described as 
an exclusively “Jewish state”. 
The Israeli army set about destroying 
Palestinians’ towns and villages inside 
this new state so that they could never 
return.
UNRWA is separate from the UN’s 
main refugee agency, the UNHCR, and 
deals only with Palestinian refugees. 

Although Israel does not want you 
to know it, the reason for there being 
two UN refugee agencies is that Isra-
el and its Western backers insisted on 
the division back in 1948. Why? Be-
cause Israel was afraid of Palestinians 
falling under the responsibility of the 
UNHCR’s forerunner, the Internation-
al Refugee Organisation. The IRO was 
established in the immediate wake of 
the Second World War, in large part 
to cope with the millions of European Jews fleeing Nazi atrocities.
Israel did not want the two cases 

treated as comparable because it was 
pushing hard for Jewish refugees to be 
settled on lands from which it had just 
expelled Palestinians. Part of the IRO’s 
mission was to seek the repatriation 
of European Jews. Israel was worried 
that the very principle might be used 
both to deny it the Jews it wanted to 
colonise Palestinian land and to force 
it to allow the Palestinian refugees to 
return to their former homes. So, in a 
real sense, UNRWA is Israel’s creature: 
it was set up to keep the Palestinians a 
case apart, an anomaly.

Prison camp
Nonetheless, things did not go exactly 
to plan for Israel. Given its refusal to al-
low the refugees to return, and the re-
luctance of neighbouring Arab states 
to be complicit in Israel’s original act 
of ethnic cleansing, the Palestinian 
population in UNRWA’s refugee camps 
ballooned. 
They became a special problem in 
Gaza, where about two-thirds of the 
population are refugees or descended 
from refugees. The tiny coastal enclave 
did not have the land or resources to 
cope with the rapidly expanding num-
bers there. The fear in Israel was that, 
as the plight of the Palestinians of Gaza 
became more desperate, the interna-
tional community would pressure Is-
rael into a peace agreement, allowing 

for the refugees’ return to their former 
homes.
That had to be stopped at all costs. In 
the early 1990s, as the supposed Oslo 
“peace process” was being unveiled, 
Israel began penning the Palestinians 
of Gaza inside a steel cage, surrounded 
by gun towers. 
Some 17 years ago, Israel added a 
blockade that prevented the popula-
tion’s movement in and out of Gaza, 
including via the strip’s coastal wa-
ters and its skies. The Palestinians 
became prisoners in a giant concen-
tration camp, denied the most ba-
sic links to the outside world. Israel 
alone decided what was allowed in 
and out. An Israeli court later learnt 
that from 2008 onwards the Israeli 
military put Gaza on what amount-

ed to a starvation diet by restricting 
food supplies.
There was a strategy here that in-
volved making Gaza uninhabitable, 
something the UN started warning 
about in 2015. Israel’s game plan ap-
pears to have gone something like 
this:
By making Palestinians in Gaza ever 
more desperate, it was certain that 
armed groups like Hamas willing to fight to liberate the enclave would 
gain in popularity. In turn, that would 
provide Israel with the excuse both to 
further tighten restrictions on Gaza 
to deal with a “terrorism threat,” and 
to intermittently wreck Gaza in “re-
taliation” for those attacks — or what 
Israeli military commanders variously 
called “mowing the grass” and “return-

ing Gaza to the Stone Age”. 
The assumption was that Gaza’s armed 
groups would exhaust their energies 
managing the constant “humanitarian 
crises” Israel had engineered.
At the same time, Israel could promote 
twin narratives. It could say public-
ly that it was impossible for it to take 
responsibility for the people of Gaza, 
given that they were so clearly invest-
ed both in Jew-hatred and terrorism. 
Meanwhile, it would privately tell the 
international community that, given 
how uninhabitable Gaza was becom-ing, they urgently needed to find a 
solution that did not involve Israel. The 
hope was that Washington would be 
able to arm-twist or bribe neighbour-
ing Egypt into taking most of Gaza’s 
destitute population.

Refugees live in tents at Rafah, 

Southern Palestine, between 

1948–1949.
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There is an important background 
to the decision by the United States 
and other leading Western states, 
the UK among them, to freeze 
funding to the United Nations’ 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), 
the main channel by which the UN 
disseminates food and welfare 
services to the most desperate and 
destitute Palestinians.
The funding cut — which has been 
also adopted by Germany, France, 
Japan, Switzerland, Canada, 
Netherlands, Italy, Australia, and 
Finland — was imposed even though 
the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) ruled on Friday that Israel may 
be committing genocide in Gaza. 
The World Court judges quoted at 
length UN officials who warned that 
Israel’s actions had left almost all of 
the enclave’s 2.3 million inhabitants 
on the brink of a humanitarian 
catastrophe, including famine.
The West’s flimsy pretext for what 
amounts to a war on UNRWA is that 
Israel claims 12 local UN staff — out 
of 13,000 — are implicated in Hamas’ 
break-out from the open-air prison 
of Gaza on October 7, 2023. The sole 
evidence appears to be coerced 
confessions, likely extracted through 
torture, from Palestinian fighters 
captured by Israel that day.

O P I N I O N

Award-winning 
journalist

By Jonathan Cook

By hurting UN agency,  

West sides with genocide
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Divide and rule
But UNRWA’s role is bigger than that. 
Uniquely, it is the sole agency unifying 
Palestinians wherever they live, even 
when they are separated by national bor-
ders and Israel’s fragmentation of the ter-
ritory it controls.
UNRWA brings Palestinians together 
even when their own political leaders 
have been manipulated into endless 
factionalism by Israel’s divide-and-rule 
policies: Hamas is nominally in charge in 
Gaza, while Mahmoud Abbas’ Fatah pre-
tends to run the West Bank.
In addition, UNRWA keeps alive the moral 
case for a Palestinian right of return— a 
principle recognised in international 
law but long ago abandoned by Western 
states.
Even before October 7, UNRWA had be-
come an obstacle that needed removing if 
Israel was ever to ethnically cleanse Gaza. 
That is why Israel has repeatedly lobbied 
to stop the biggest donors, especially the 
US, from funding UNRWA.
Back in 2018, for example, the refugee 
agency was plunged into an existential 
crisis when US President Donald Trump 
acquiesced to Israeli pressure and cut all 
its funding. Even after the decision was 
reversed, the agency has been limping along financially.
Now Israel is in full attack mode against 
the World Court and has even more to 
gain from destroying UNRWA than it did 
before. The freeze in funding, and the fur-
ther weakening of the refugee agency, will 
undermine the support structures for 
Palestinians generally. But in Gaza’s case, the move will specifically accelerate fam-
ine and disease, making the enclave unin-
habitable faster.

But it will do more. It will also serve as a 
stick with which to beat the World Court as Israel tries to fight off the genocide in-
vestigation. Israel’s barely veiled claim is 
that 15 of the International Court of Jus-
tice’s 17 judges fell for South Africa’s sup-
posedly anti-Semitic argument that Israel 
is committing genocide.
The court quoted extensively from UN of-ficials, including the head of UNRWA, that 
Israel was actively engineering an un-
precedented humanitarian crisis in Gaza. 
Now, as former UK Ambassador Craig 
Murray notes, the coerced confessions 
against 12 UNRWA staff serve to “provide 
a propaganda counter-narrative to the ICJ 
judgment, and to reduce the credibility of 
UNRWA’s evidence before the court.”
Extraordinarily, the Western media have 
done Israel’s PR work for it, happily fo-
cusing more attention on Israel’s claims 
about a handful of UNRWA staff than it has 
on the World Court’s decision to put Israel 
on trial for genocide.
Equally a boon to Israel is that leading 
Western states have so quickly pinned 
their colours to the mast. The funding 
freeze cements their fates to Israel’s. It 
sends a message that they will stand with 
Israel against the World Court, whatever 
it decides.
Their war on UNRWA is intended as an 
act of collective intimidation directed to-
wards the court. It is a sign that the West 
refuses to accept that international law 
applies to it, or its client state. It is a re-
minder that Western states refuse any re-
straint on their freedom of action — and 
that it is Israel and its sponsors who are 
the true rogue states.

The article first appeared on Consortium News.

Mask ripped off
On October 7, Hamas and other armed 
groups achieved what Israel had as-
sumed was impossible. They broke out 
of their concentration camp. The Israeli 
leadership’s shock is not just over the 
bloody nature of the break-out. It is that 
on that day, Hamas smashed Israel’s en-
tire security concept — one designed 
to keep Palestinians crushed, and Arab 
states and the region’s other resistance 
groups hopeless. 
Last week, in a knockout blow, the World 
Court agreed to put Israel on trial for geno-
cide in Gaza, collapsing the moral case for 
an exclusively Jewish state built on the ru-
ins of the Palestinians’ homeland.
The judges’ near-unanimous conclusion 
that South Africa has made a plausible 
case for Israel committing genocide 
should force a reassessment of every-
thing that went before. Genocides don’t 
just emerge out of thin air. They happen 
after long periods in which the oppres-
sor group dehumanises another group, 
incites against it, and abuses it.
The World Court has implicitly conceded 
that Palestinians were right when they 
insisted that the Nakba — Israel’s mass 
dispossession and ethnic cleansing op-

eration of 1948 — never ended. It just 
took on different forms. Israel became 
better at concealing those crimes until 
the mask was ripped off after the Octo-
ber 7 break-out.
Israel’s efforts to get rid of UNRWA are 
not new. They date back many years. 
For a number of reasons, the UN refugee 
agency is a thorn in Israel’s side — and all 
the more so in Gaza. 
Not least, it has provided a lifeline to Pal-
estinians there, keeping them fed and 
cared for, and providing jobs to many 
thousands of local people in a place 
where unemployment rates are among 
the highest in the world.
It has invested in infrastructure like 
hospitals and schools that make life in 
Gaza more bearable, when Israel’s goal 
has long been to make the enclave unin-
habitable. UNRWA’s well-run schools, 
staffed by local Palestinians, teach the 
children their own history, about where 
their grandparents once lived, and of 
Israel’s campaign of dispossession and 
ethnic cleansing against them. That runs 
directly counter to the infamous Zionist 
slogan about the Palestinians’ identi-
ty-less future: “The old will die and the 
young forget.”

Palestinian school children attend mathematics lesson in a class in UNRWA Gaza Elementary School 
in Gaza City in May 2010.
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“Instead of suspending vital funding to those in 
need,” Callamard added, “states should be work-
ing to halt arms transfers to Israel and Palestin-
ian armed groups and pushing for an immediate and sustained cease-fire and full humanitarian 
access to help alleviate devastating suffering.”
“The humanitarian crisis has reached cata-
strophic levels, and any additional limitations 
on aid will result in more deaths and suffering.”
The United States announced last week that it 
would temporarily cut off UNRWA funding as it 
reviews Israel’s allegations against the low-lev-
el agency employees — a decision that came just 
hours after the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) ruled that Israel must ensure the provision 
of humanitarian aid to Gazans, tens of thousands 
of whom have been killed or wounded by Israeli 
bombs and shells in less than four months.

Francesca Albanese, the UN special rapporteur 
for the occupied Palestinian territories, said 
that “defunding UNRWA at this critical time overtly defies” the ICJ’s ruling.
Médecins Sans Frontières, also known as 
Doctors Without Borders, similarly warned 
Monday that “the consequences these cuts in 
funding will have on the ground contradict the 
provisional measures issued by the Interna-
tional Court of Justice.”
“The humanitarian crisis has reached cata-
strophic levels,” the group added, “and any ad-
ditional limitations on aid will result in more 
deaths and suffering.”
Just over a week before the Biden adminis-
tration decided to suspend its UNRWA con-
tributions, a spokesperson for the US State 
Department described the agency’s work as 
“invaluable” and “lifesaving”
On Monday, US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken acknowledged that the UNRWA “has 
played and continues to play an absolutely in-
dispensable role in trying to make sure that 
men, women, and children who so desperately 

need assistance in Gaza actually get it”.
“No one else can play the role that UNRWA’s 
been playing, certainly not in the near term,” he 
added. “That only underscores the importance 
of UNRWA tackling this as quickly, as effectively, 
and as thoroughly as possible, and that’s what 
we’re looking for.”
At least a dozen countries — including the Unit-
ed Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Germany, Italy, 
and the Netherlands — have joined the US in 
suspending aid to the UNRWA, the most criti-
cal humanitarian aid organization in the fam-
ine-stricken Gaza Strip.
The moves have put the UNRWA’s operations 
in jeopardy, with the UN chief warning that the 
agency’s current funding levels won’t be enough 
to meet all of its requirements in February. The agency has no strategic financial reserves.

Amnesty said the countries that have suspend-
ed aid to the UNRWA thus far provided more 
than half of the agency’s budget in 2022.
Several major nations, including Norway and 
Spain, have refused to join the US-led freeze of 
aid to the UNRWA, which the Israeli government 
has been targeting for years and is hoping to 
push out of Gaza entirely. The UNRWA quickly fired nine of the 12 workers that Israel accused 
of taking part in the October 7 attack and has 
launched an investigation.
On Monday, Spanish Foreign Minister José Man-
uel Albares said his country will not suspend 
UNRWA funding, which he said helps “alleviate 
the terrible humanitarian situation in Gaza”.
Albares also pledged to continue pushing for 
an end to Israel’s assault on Gaza, the release of 
hostages, and a lasting diplomatic solution.
“We will not resign ourselves to watching more 
innocent women, men, and children killed in 
Gaza and more suffering of Palestinian families,” 
he said. “We will not resign ourselves to keep 
watching the suffering of the families of hostag-
es. The violence must stop.”

Amnesty: Cutting off aid  

to UNRWA while arming Israel 

‘stark’ hypocrisy
COMMON DREAMS – Amnesty International on Monday joined the growing global chorus 
denouncing Israel’s allies for suspending aid to the United Nations’ Palestinian refugee 
agency even as they continue to support the Israeli military’s war on the Gaza Strip, 
risking complicity in genocide.
Agnès Callamard, Amnesty’s secretary-general and the former UN special rapporteur 
on extrajudicial killings, said that while Israel’s claim that a dozen staffers at the refugee 
agency played a role in Hamas’ October 7 attack is “serious and must be independently 
investigated,” the “alleged actions of a few individuals must not be used as a pretext for 
cutting off lifesaving assistance in what could amount to collective punishment”.
“Some of the very governments that announced they will cut off funds to UNRWA 
over these allegations have, in the meantime, continued to arm Israeli forces despite 
overwhelming evidence that these arms are used to commit war crimes and serious 
human rights violations,” said Callamard. “Rushing to freeze funds for humanitarian aid, 
based on allegations that are still being investigated, while refusing to even consider 
suspending support for the Israeli military is a stark example of double standards.”

A displaced Palestinian boy, who fled his house due to Israeli strikes, sits on a water canister at a tent camp, in Rafah, 
the southern Gaza Strip, on January 18, 2024.

 IBRAHEEM ABU MUSTAFA/REUTERS



AFP – Son Heung-min said South 
Korea have “no excuses” not to win 
the Asian Cup after he scored an ex-
tra-time winner to beat Australia 2-1 on Friday and set up a semi-final 
against Jordan.
It was another great escape for the 
Koreans, who needed a 96th-minute 

penalty from Hwang Hee-chan to 
stay alive after Australia took the lead in the first half through Craig 

Goodwin.
Tottenham’s Son, Asia’s best play-

er and South Korea’s skipper, 
had yet to fully make his mark 
at the tournament in Qatar but 

he delivered when it counted.
First he won a penalty when Lewis 
Miller brought him down in injury 
time at the end of normal time, then 
he stepped up to curl home a sublime 
free-kick from the edge of the box in 
the 104th minute.
South Korea have not won the Asian 
Cup in 64 years and Son said he would 
accept nothing less than the title.
“There are only going to be four 
teams left in Doha (after the weekend), 

and only one is going to lift the 
trophy,” he said.

“Fatigue, whatever – there are 
no excuses. We’re just try-

ing to win the trophy and 
bring it back home.”
Son is South Korea’s reg-

ular penalty-taker but he 
handed the ball to Wolverhampton 
Wanderers forward Hwang after win-
ning the spot-kick.
“At that moment I was a little tired and Hee-chan was confident, so I said ‘fine’,” said Son.
“He’s an important player and it was a 
good chance to prove it.”
Coach Jurgen Klinsmann, who has been under fire for South Korea’s per-
formances in Qatar, led his team in a 
wild celebration at the end.It was the fourth time in five games 
that the Koreans had scored in sec-
ond-half injury time.
“I don’t want to leave it so late all the time, 

believe me,” said Klinsmann, a World Cup 
winner with Germany as a player.
“I would be happy to get it done ear-
lier, but it is maybe our story in this 
tournament to leave it late.”

Australia ‘devastated’Australia finished the match with 10 
men after Aiden O’Neill was red-card-
ed for lunging at Hwang at the end of the first period of extra time.
“We’re devastated at the moment, 
quite emotional for all the players and 
the staff,” said Australia’s coach Gra-
ham Arnold.“For the first 90-odd minutes we did 
very well until giving that penalty 
away. It’s been a great tournament for 
a lot of my players.”South Korea’s semi-final opponents 
will be Jordan, who beat tournament 
surprise packages Tajikistan 1-0 earli-er in the day’s other quarter-final.
The Koreans will have to play without 
Kim Min-jae after the Bayern Munich 
defender picked up his second book-
ing of the tournament.
“Not having Min-jae is obviously not 
good for us because he is our leader at 
the back and a fantastic professional,” 
said Klinsmann.
“But we have a number of excellent 
players.”
Australia came into the match with 
two days’ extra rest, with South Korea 
also battling the effects of a gruelling 
penalty-shootout win over Saudi Ara-
bia in the last 16.South Korea dominated the first half 
but it was Australia who opened the 
scoring in the 42nd minute.
Hwang In-beom gave the ball away in defence and Connor Metcalfe floated 
the ball to the back post for Goodwin 
to volley home.
The Socceroos had chances to double 
their lead but failed to take them and the 
Koreans made them pay with the equal-
iser from the spot deep into injury time.
Son then completed the turnaround, 
curling the ball inside Maty Ryan’s 
post for the winner.

Sepahan legend and former in-ternational midfielder Moharram 
Navidkia has made a dramatic return to the Iranian top-flight 
football as he was appointed as 
the new head coach of the Per-
sian Gulf Pro League club Mes 
Rafsanjan.
Navidkia takes over from Saket 
Elhami, who stepped down from 
his role in the midseason, follow-
ing a run of below-par results 
and performances in the league.
Mes last played to a 1-1 draw at 
home against defending cham-
pion Persepolis on January 1, which ended the club’s five-game 
losing streak.

Mes is 10th in the league table with 15 points, five points above 
the relegation zone.A five-time Iranian champion and an AFC Champions League final-
ist as the Sepahan player, Navid-
kia made his managerial debut 
in 2020, steering Sepahan to a runner-up finish in the league 
before paring ways with the club 
after his team stood third in the 
table by the end of the following 
campaign.
He led Sepahan to 41 wins in 75 
outings, while leaving the pitch 
empty-handed on 16 occasions.Navidkia’s first game on Mes 
bench will come at home against 
Esteghlal in the last 16 of the Ira-nian Hazfi Cup on Friday.
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Son says ‘no excuses’ after firing South Korea  
into Asian Cup semis

Navidkia named  
new Mes Rafsanjan manager

Son Heung-min celebrates scoring South Korea’s 
second goal in a 2-1 victory over Australia in the AFC 
Asian Cup in Al Wakrah, Qatar, on February 2, 2024.

 THAIER AL-SUDANI/REUTERS

The vice-chairman of the 
Iranian Parliament’s in-
vestigation board said he 
and his fellow-lawmak-

ers have been looking into reports of misconduct 
and fraud in the country’s Equestrian Federation.
“We delved into the matter and realized that 
several violations have taken place at the feder-
ation over the past years, including unauthorized 
import of cheap breeds of horses that have un-
dermined the integrity of the Iranian purebred 
horse,” Mohammad Vahidi told Iran Daily.“There have also been cases of financial breaches, 
with regards to sending horses to global events, 
which have jeopardized the export of Iranian 
horses in the global market, while leading to the 
country’s suspension from international compe-
titions,” Vahidi added.
Regarding the microchips injected under the 
horses’ skin, Vahidi said: “Our investigations showed that identification microchips are being 
smuggled into country and repeatedly used on 
different horses, which is blatantly against the 
domestic and international regulations, damag-
ing the pedigree and reputation of the Iranian 
purebred horse.”
“The federation defended its actions in the Cul-
tural Committee of the Parliament, though the 

lawmakers were eventually convinced of the 
wrongdoings through compelling evidence and 
documents presented by the investigation board.”
Vahidi said a summary of a 700-page report on 
the matter was read to the lawmakers, with a case of charges on eight counts of financial and mana-
gerial fraud in the federation being referred to the 
Iranian Judiciary.
“The members of the Parliament will put in all the 
efforts into protecting the identity of the Iranian 
purebred horse,” Vahidi insisted, while praising 
the Sports Ministry for offering full cooperation 
on the matter.
However, Vahidi was still critical of the country’s 
sport governing body for appointing a number 
of caretakers for the Equestrian Federation over 
the past 20 months, no of whom have managed 
to comprehensively deal with the managerial de-
fects in their organization – a massive blow for the 
horse owners and breeders in the country.
“There have been major shortcomings in issuing birth certificates and pedigree documentation for 
Iranian horses, which massively harm the Iranian 
horse’s identity,” said Vahidi, adding: “That is why 
we insist the Sports Ministry should deploy the 
the concrete measures on the matter.”
Underlining the country’s high potentials in horse 
export, Vahidi said: “Horse breeding is widely re-

garded as a profitable, job-creating business all 
around the world, even overtaking the fashion 
industry in some countries.”
Vahidi says different breeds of Iranian horses 
enjoy the attributes to shine in the global eques-
trian events.
“The breeding business is of high importance to 
Iran as a hub for pure breeds – including Tur-
koman, Arabian, Caspian, and Kurdish horse – 
making massive contribution to the economy.
“Different types of Iranian horses possess vari-
ous characteristics, which suit different purpos-
es in racing, show jumping, endurance riding, 
and dressage,” Vahidi said.
“Many countries are eager to import Iranian 
horses, which provides us with the opportuni-
ty to position them as a highly valuable export 
commodity for the nation, yielding substantial profits.”

Iranian Parliament investigating 
fraud at the Equestrian Federation

Staff writer

By Sadeq 
Dehqan 

Iranian lawmaker 
Mohammad Vahidi
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Iraq and Syria strongly con-
demned the US airstrikes on 
their soils, accusing Washington 
of violating their sovereignty and 
undermining the stability of the 
region.
The US launched deadly over-
night airstrikes against what it 
called Iran-backed groups in Iraq 
and Syria and promised more to 
come in retaliation for a deadly 
attack on US troops in Jordan on 
Sunday.
Washington blamed Iran for the 
Sunday’s drone attack on its forc-
es in Jordan, but did not strike in-
side Iranian territory, with both 
Washington and Tehran seeming-
ly keen to avoid all-out war.
US National Security Council 
spokesman John Kirby claimed 
the warplanes struck more than 
85 targets at seven facilities uti-
lized by Iran’s Islamic Revolution 
Guards Corps and the groups that 
they sponsor, three of them in 
Iraq and four in Syria.
“These targets were carefully se-
lected to avoid civilian casualties,” 
he added.
But Iraqi government spokesman 
Bassem al-Awadi said civilians 
were among at least 16 people 
killed in the US strikes in western 
Iraq.
General Yehia Rasool, a spokes-
man for Iraq’s Prime Minister Mo-
hamed Shia al-Sudani, in a state-
ment on Saturday condemned the 
US strikes as a “violation of Iraqi 
sovereignty”, warning of “disas-
trous consequences” for the coun-
try and beyond.
The Syrian Foreign Ministry also 
on Saturday lashed out at the US 
for its attacks in eastern Syria, ac-

cusing Washington of being a pri-
mary source of global instability.
In a statement, the ministry said 
the US military forces are threat-
ening international security and 
peace through attacks on nations, 
peoples, and sovereignty, and es-calating conflicts in the Middle 
East.
The ministry accused the US of 
attempting to revive terrorist ac-
tivities in the region.
The Syrian army said “a number 
of civilians and soldiers” were 
killed in the strikes in eastern 
Syria.

'Strategic mistake'
Iranian Foreign Ministry spokes-
man Nasser Kanani said the 
overnight operation was “an-
other strategic mistake by the 
US government, which will have 
no result other than intensifying 
tension and instability.”
“The US military attacks on Iraq, 
Syria and Yemen merely provide 
for the goals of the Zionist re-

gime,” he said, referring to US ally 
Israel.
The American strikes were “a vio-
lation of the sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity of Iraq and Syria, of international law and a flagrant 
violation of the United Nations 
charter”, Kanani added.
Palestinian resistance group 
Hamas on Saturday condemned 
US strikes, saying Washington had poured “oil on the fire” in the 
Middle East.
The US “bears responsibility for 
the consequences of this brutal 
aggression against both Iraq and Syria, which pour oil on the fire,” 
the group said in a statement is-
sued in English.“We confirm that the region will 
not witness stability or peace 
except by stopping the Zionist 
(Israeli) aggression and the crimes 
of genocide and ethnic cleansing 
against our people in the Gaza 
Strip.”
Russia also reacted to the attacks, 
accusing the US of “sowing chaos 

and destruction” in the Middle 
East.“Washington, confident in its im-
punity, is continuing its sowing 
of chaos and destruction in the 
Middle East,” Moscow’s Foreign 
Ministry said, adding that it “de-
cisively condemned” the strikes.
US President Joe Biden under-
lined that the overnight strikes 
were only a beginning. “Our re-
sponse began today. It will con-
tinue at times and places of our 
choosing,” he said in a statement.
His National Security Council 
spokesman said Washington “did 
inform the Iraqi government pri-
or to the strikes,” but his remark 
drew an angry denial from Bagh-
dad.

‘Unfounded claim’
The Iraqi government spokesman 
called it an “unfounded claim 
crafted to mislead international 
public opinion” and the foreign 
ministry said it would call in the 
US charge d’affaires in Baghdad to 

deliver a formal protest.
Relations between the two gov-
ernments have soured in recent 
months after Washington carried 
out previous airstrikes against 
resistance groups in Iraq in re-sponse to a flurry of attacks on 
US-led troops.
The two governments opened 
talks on the future of the US-led 
troop presence late last month af-
ter repeated demands from Prime 
Minister Al-Sudani for a timetable 
for their withdrawal.
The United States has some 900 
troops in Syria and 2,500 in Iraq 
as part of an international coali-
tion against the Daesh, a terror-
ist group that once controlled 
swathes of both countries.
Its troops in Iraq are deployed 
at the invitation of Baghdad, but 
those in Syria are deployed in 
areas outside the control of the 
Damascus government.
They operate out of bases in the 
Kurdish-held northeast or in a 
small pocket of territory along 
the borders with Iraq and Jordan.
The Syrian military demanded on 
Saturday that Washington with-
draw its troops.
“The occupation of parts of Syrian 
territory by US forces cannot con-
tinue,” it said.
US and coalition troops have been 
attacked more than 165 times in 
Iraq, Syria and Jordan by the re-
sistance groups since the begin-
ning of Israel’s onslaught on the 
Gaza Strip, which has killed more 
than 27,000 Palestinians so far. 
The attacks are in support of Pal-
estinians in Gaza. 
The soldiers killed Sunday were the first American military deaths from hostile fire in the upsurge of 
violence.

Iranian President Ebra-
him Raisi said the country 
is now among the world’s 
top 10 countries in the field of aerospace technol-
ogy following the latest 
successful launch of satel-
lites into space.  
Addressing a Saturday 

ceremony in commemora-
tion of the National Space 
Technology Day, Raisi 
praised the latest launch 
of homegrown satellites as 
a major development that 
neutralized Western sanc-
tions and foiled enemy 
plots to isolate the nation.
Iran successfully sent 
homegrown Mahda re-

search satellite, along 
with two research cargos, 
to space onboard the do-
mestically developed and 
manufactured Simorgh 
(Phoenix) satellite launch 
vehicle (SLV) late last 
month.
Mahda reportedly weighs 
32 kilograms and its pri-
mary task is to test the 
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Iraq, Syria accuses US of  
violating their sovereignty
Iran calls attacks ‘strategic mistake’ 

Raisi: Iran among world’s top 10 in space technology
Satellite launches foil plots to isolate Iran

Iran fights 
back to send 
Japan packing

Alireza  Jahanbakhsh 
scored from the spot in 
the sixth minute of stop-
page time as Iran came 
from behind to beat Japan 
2-1 and head into the AFC Asian Cup semifinals.
It was a game of different 
halves in Al Rayyan’s Ed-
ucation City Stadium as 
the Blue Samurai – the 
most decorated team in 
the competition with four trophies – drew the first 
blood through Hidema-
sa Morita’s 28th-minute 
strike from inside the box in a cagy first half before 
a much-improved perfor-
mance saw Iran dominate 
after the break.
Amir Qalenoei’s men were 
rewarded for their brave 
display 10 minutes into 
the second period when 
Sardar Azmoun’s pinpoint 
pass released Mohammad 
Mohebbi behind the Japa-
nese backline before the 
Rostov winger’s low drive 
went past goalkeeper Zion 
Suzuki into the bottom 
corner.
Azmoun thought he gave 
Team Melli a well-de-
served lead with a re-markable finish in the 
63rd minute, only to see 
his goal chalked off by the 
linesman for a margin-
al offside, and Mohebbi 
could have doubled his 
tally for the night but his 
free header on the far post 
hit the side netting four 
minutes later.
Iran kept digging in for 
the winner and just when 
the two sides seemed to 
be heading into an addi-
tional 30 minutes of extra 
time the pressure paid off 
as Hossein Kan’ani was 
brought down in the box 
by Kou Itakura, convincing 
the referee to blow in his 
whistle for a spot kick.
While sections of Iranian 
fans turned their back to 
the Japanese goal as they 
couldn’t bear to watch the 
penalty being taken, Fey-enoord midfielder Jahan-
bakhsh kept his compo-
sure to bury the ball into 
the top-left corner, send-
ing his fellow citizens in 
the stands into raptures.
Having played to a nervy 
and frustrating shootout 
victory over Syria less 
than 72 hours before the 
game, not to mention missing prolific striker 
Mahdi Taremi through 
suspension, Iran was 
clearly the ultimate un-
derdog heading into Sat-
urday’s game, but Qalen-
oei and his men deserve 
all the credit for outplay-
ing the pretournament fa-
vorites in the second half 
and staying on course for a first trophy in the con-tinent’s flagship interna-
tional tournament since 
1976.

satellite-related subsys-
tems, verify the function of 
Simorgh SLV in dispensing 
space cargos, and evaluate 
the performance of new 
designs and the reliability 
of indigenous technologies 
in space.
The president said Iran’s progress in the field of 
aerospace was a realiza-
tion of the “we can” motto, and a definite sign of turn-
ing sanctions and threats 
into opportunities.
He said Iranian scientists 
are presenting noteworthy 
innovations, achievements 
and products at the same 
time that enemies are 
trying to foster a sense of 
despair by means of their 
mainstream media.
Raisi said the Iranian na-
tion is after establishing a 
strong presence in space 
and will succeed against 
all odds.
The president thanked 
the Iranian Space Agency 
(ISA) for its steady prog-
ress in the aerospace sec-
tor.
Raisi said Iran is utilizing 
space technologies in var-
ious spheres, including 
agriculture, management 
of water and natural re-
sources, identifying min-

eral deposits, and ensur-
ing the security of borders.

Commercializing 
space technology
The Iranian president also 
underlined the necessity 
of commercializing the 
space technology in order 
to create wealth for the 
country. 
He also called for stron-
ger presence of private knowledge-based firms in the aerospace field, 
stating that those compa-
nies must contribute their 
share more than ever.
Raisi also praised the co-
operation among the Ira-
nian Armed Forces, the 
Defense Ministry, Ministry 
of Information and Com-
munication Technology 
and other institutions in-
volved in the aerospace, 
stating that Iran’s Su-
preme Space Council di-
rects all the related bodies.
Earlier, the Aerospace 
Force of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolution Guards Corps 
(IRGC) had successfully 
put Soraya satellite into 
an orbit 750 kilometers 
above Earth in 11 min-
utes. The research satel-
lite, manufactured by the 
ISA, was launched with a 

Qaem-100 space launch 
vehicle (SLV). Qaem-100 
is a three-stage SLV with 
solid fuel developed by the 
IRGC Aerospace Force.
Following the satellite 
launch, the UK, France and 
Germany in a joint state-
ment criticized the launch 
of the Soraya satellite.
“We have longstanding 
concerns over Iran’s ac-
tivity related to ballistic 
missile technologies that 
are capable of delivering 
nuclear weapons. These 
concerns are reinforced 
by Iran’s continued nucle-
ar escalation beyond all credible civilian justifica-
tion,” read the statement.
“We remain committed to 
taking every diplomatic 
step to prevent Iran from 
developing nuclear weap-
ons and to hold Iran to ac-
count for its destabilizing 
activity in the region and 
internationally.”
In response, Iran’s For-
eign Ministry spokesman 
Nasser Kanaani decried 
an “interventionist” stance 
of the three European 
countries, , saying Iran is 
entitled to use peaceful technologies for scientific 
advances in accordance 
with international law. 

A destroyed building is pictured at the site of a US airstrike in Al-Qaim, Iraq, on February 3, 2024. 
  REUTERS
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Iranian Department of 
Environment (DOE) suc-
cessfully registered the 
Barm Alvan Wetland in the 
southern Kohgiluyeh and 
Boyer-Ahmad Province 
under the Ramsar Conven-
tion, expanding the protec-
tion of Iranian wetlands to 
26 sites covered by this in-
ternational environmental 
treaty.Arezoo Ashrafizadeh, the 
director of the Wetlands 
Conservation and Resto-ration Office at the Irani-
an Department of Envi-
ronment, announced that 
Barm Alvan Wetland is a 
distinctive long-lasting lake 
with brackish shores, span-

ning 20 hectares. 
She highlighted its unique 
location surrounded by al-
mond and oak trees in the 
Zagros mountain range 
and its rare biodiversity.
The Barm Alvan Lake, sit-
uated near the protected 
zone of the Tang-e-Sulak 
watershed, plays a crucial 
role in water storage to 
support the wildlife within 
and around the protected 
area, she added.Ashrafizadeh pointed out 
that Barm Alvan Wetland 
boasts 170 species of birds, mammals, fishes, reptiles, 
amphibians, submerged 
aquatic vegetation (SAV), and flowering plants.
The Ramsar Convention, an 
intergovernmental treaty 

adopted in 1971 in Iran’s 
northern city of Ramsar, 
focuses on the conserva-
tion and sustainable use of 
wetlands. It currently cov-
ers 2,412 sites spanning 
over 254,000 hectares in 
171 countries.
The Director-General of 
the Department of Envi-
ronment in Kohgiluyeh 
and Boyer-Ahmad, Eslam 
Javedan-Kherad, empha-
sized the convention’s 
emphasis on the reason-
able conservation and 
utilization of wetlands, 
particularly in providing 
habitats for aquatic birds 
and fauna.
Javedan-Kherad highlight-
ed the broader perspective 
of the convention, encom-

passing all aspects of pro-
tection and sustainable 
utilization of wetlands, 
recognizing them as eco-
systems crucial for biodi-
versity conservation and 
human well-being.
By registering Barm Al-
van Wetland under the 
Ramsar Convention, Jave-
dan-Kherad stated that it 
opens avenues for allocat-
ing additional funds for 

necessary infrastructure 
development in the region. 
This registration can also 
enhance accessibility to 
wetlands, establish educa-
tional centers for inform-
ing the public and tourists, 
and utilize the allocated 
funds to protect and im-
prove these valuable natu-
ral reserves.
Javedan-Kherad conclud-
ed that the funds result-

ing from the registration 
of wetlands in the Ram-
sar Convention could be utilized for scientific re-
search, regular monitor-
ing to observe and control 
wetland conditions, con-
structing natural habitats 
for wildlife protection, and 
promoting public aware-
ness about the importance 
of preserving natural re-
sources.

Arts & Culture Desk

Iran’s Culture Minister Mo-
hammad-Mehdi Esmaeili 
called visual arts as the 

drive force behind the de-
velopment all other simi-
lar categories of art as he 
visited the 16th Fajr Visual 
Arts Festival in Tehran on 

Friday. 
“Whenever the visual arts 
thrive and prosper, all re-
lated arts originating from 
and connected to the visual 

realm will also be elevated.
Esmaeili extended grat-
itude to all the artists of 
visual arts who curated a 
“one-of-a-kind festival.”
“The number of artworks 
has more than doubled 
compared to previous 
periods, with renowned 
artists participating in the 
competitive sections. New 
and exquisite works have 
been publicly exhibited at 
the Fajr visual festival. I 
invite everyone to admire 
these creations,” he told 
reporters. 
The minister hailed the fes-
tival for putting on display 
works that deals with “day-
to-day concerns” including 
the Israeli ongoing war on 
the Gaza Strip. 
“Visual artists, as exempli-fied in this exhibition, have 
focused on day-to-day con-
cerns and issues, including 
their attention to the sit-
uation in Gaza, which has 
been portrayed through 
innovative art  forms. 
Furthermore, I saw valu-
able artworks addressing 
youths, population growth, 

and the overall progress of 
the nation,” Esmaeili said. 
The culture minister also 
pointed to the increase 
in awards and funds for 
the Fajr Visual Arts Festi-
val saying: “Last year, we 
expanded the number of 
awards. God willing, de-
spite the challenges we 
face this year, we will try to 
honor the selected artists 
in the best way possible.” 
Speaking about plans to 
provide more support to 
young artists, the minis-
ter said, “This year, with 
a commendable initiative 
taken, we will offer special 
support to visual arts as-
sociations. Further details 
will be announced soon.” 
In response to a question 
about the timing of the Fajr 
Visual Arts Festival and its 
overlap with other festivals like Fajr theater and film, 
Esmaeili said, some of our 
Fajr festivals, such as mu-
sic, fashion, and clothing, 
are scheduled with a gap of 
10 days from the Fajr peri-
od. Our colleagues should 
address this issue,” he said. 

Visual arts drive force behind 

promotion of related art forms: Minister 

Iran’s ‘The Old 

Bachelor’ wins 

Rotterdam’s 

Grand Prix 

Arts & Culture DeskThe Iranian film ‘The Old 
Bachelor,’ directed by Ok-
tay Baraheni, grabbed the 
Grand Prix at the 53rd In-
ternational Film Festival 
Rotterdam (IFFR). 
Competing in the Big Screen Competition, ‘The 
Old Bachelor’ earned the 
title of Best Film in its 
category. 
The festival, renowned 
as one of Europe’s signif-
icant cinematic events, 
runs from January 25 to 
February 4 in the city of 
Rotterdam, showcasing 
a diverse selection of in-
dependent and creative films of global quality.
Oktay Baraheni, in his 
second directorial ven-
ture, wrote the screen-play for ‘The Old Bach-elor’ himself. The film received financial backing 
from investors Arsalan 
Baraheni and Amirhos-
sein Abdollahi. The inter-
national poster design for the film was created by 
Hanif Sarvari and Fate-
meh Hassanvand.
Starring prominent ac-
tors Leila Hatami, Hamed 
Behdad, and Mohammad Reza Golzar, ‘The Old 
Bachelor’ premiered on 
January 30 and will con-
tinue its screenings until 
the festival concludes on 
February 4. 
The IFFR plays a crucial 
role in providing a plat-
form for independent and creative films, solidifying 
its reputation as a signif-
icant cinematic celebra-
tion in Europe.

Arts & Culture Desk

Qatar has planned various 
cultural events on the side-
lines of the AFC Asian Cup 
2023 to spice up the football 
tournament with festivals 
including the “Hello Asia” 
campaign.
Hello Asia aims to acquaint 
Qataris as well as football 
fans visiting the tiny Per-
sian Gulf nations for the 
major sports event with the 
culture, art, and customs of 

the participating countries 
including Iran. As part of 
the initiative, the “Cultural 
Month of Iran in Qatar” has 
been organized.
The highlight of Iran’s cul-
tural involvement in Qatar’s 
Hello Asia is its pavilion set 
up by the country’s culture 
center in the northern city 
of Lusail for a month which 
attracts a large number of 
visitors from various na-
tions. 
The pavilion offers pro-

grams to introduce the 
Iran’s culture, art, and cus-
toms, complemented by 
performances of traditional 
Iranian music and shows. 
Additionally, visitors have 
the opportunity to explore 
and purchase Iranian handi-
crafts and cultural products, 
which have received great 
acclaim. 
The pavilion itself boasts a 
unique decoration, featur-
ing the design of the Azadi 
Square tower on the right 

side. The distinctive touch 
adds an attractive and 
proud ambiance to the cul-
tural event. In front of the 
tower, there is a stage where 
local shows and Iranian mu-
sic performances take place. 
Throughout the month-long 
sports competition, visitors 
are always greeted by the 
symbol of the capital of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran.
Another notable aspect of 
pavilion is the presence of a 
group of Iranian artists, in-

cluding three music bands, 
as well as artists involved 
in Iranian and Islamic hand-
icrafts and fashion. They 
showcase a diverse range 
of programs, captivating the 
audience. 
Among the popular pro-
grams at the Iran pavilion 
are the live performances of 
traditional Iranian music by the artistic band ‘Soroosh-e 
Mewlana’ and the showcas-
ing of clothing representing 
different ethnicities of Iran. 

Iran adds Barm Alvan Wetland 

to Ramsar Convention List

Iran culture event draws visitors in Qatar amid AFC Asian Cup

Iran’s Culture Minister 

Mohammad-Mehdi Esmaeili 

visits the 16th Fajr Visual 

Arts Festival in Tehran on 

February 2, 2024. 
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