
RIYADH (Middle East Eye) – 
Dozens of human rights organiza-
tions have called on Formula One 
champion Lewis Hamilton to boy-
cott a Grand Prix set to be held in 
Saudi Arabia later this year and 
speak out against the kingdom’s 
human rights abuses.

In a letter sent on Monday, a 
copy of which was shared with 
MEE, 45 groups urged the Brit-
ish driver to “reconsider” his 
participation in the race in Saudi 
Arabia, citing the kingdom’s on-
going war in Yemen, detention 
of women’s rights activists and 
the murder of journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi.

“For the first time in Formula 
One’s history, Saudi Arabia will 
be hosting a race in 2021. We 
think that this race is a key place 
to make a statement regarding 
human rights,” the letter said.

Signatories to the letter includ-
ed Code Pink, Americans for 
Democracy & Human Rights in 
Bahrain, Yemen Relief and Re-
construction Foundation, Free-
dom Forward and International 
Service for Human Rights.

Hamilton, who holds the 

joint record for World Drivers’ 
Championship titles, has been 
politically outspoken in the past. 

Last year, he wore a helmet 
featuring a raised fist and a trib-
ute to the Black Lives Matter 
movement after the killing of 
George Floyd in Minneapolis. 
The world champion is the only 
black driver in the sport’s his-
tory.

Later in 2020, after receiving 
letters from victims of oppres-
sion in Bahrain, including from 
the son of a man on death row, 
Hamilton denounced human 
rights abuses in the kingdom 
ahead of a Grand Prix there.

He said as a sport that tours 
the world, Formula One needed 
to “do more” to advance human 
rights globally.

On Monday, the rights groups 
said that Hamilton should extend 
his activism to Saudi Arabia.

Bringing global events and en-
tertainment to the kingdom has 
been part of Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman’s stated 
plan to transform Saudi society 
and move it away from suppres-
sive norms.

Thought for Today
The mind of a wise man is the safest custody of secrets; 

cheerfulness is the key to friendship; patience and forbearance 
will conceal many defects. 

Afghanistan Begins COVID-19 Vaccination Drive
KABUL (Reuters) – Afghanistan began its first COVID-19 vaccinations 

on Tuesday, administering doses initially to security force members, health 
workers and journalists, in a campaign that may face challenges from a 
sharp rise in violence. The war-damaged country received 500,000 doses 
of AstraZeneca’s vaccine. In a ceremony at the presidential palace, act-
ing health minister Waheed Majroh said the vaccines would be provided 
to 250,000 people, mostly from the security, health, education and media 
sectors. Taliban militants fighting the foreign-backed Afghan government 
have announced their backing for the vaccination campaign.
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NEW YORK (Dispatches) – 
The United Nations has said in 
a report that civilian casualties 
in Afghanistan have escalated 
sharply since talks between the 
government and the Taliban be-
gan last year, and called for a 
ceasefire as negotiators met for 
the first time after weeks of inac-
tion.

Afghan civilian casualties to-
taled 8,820 in 2020, according 
to the UN mission to Afghani-
stan’s (UNAMA) annual report 
released on Tuesday, 15 percent 
lower than 2019, but the au-
thors noted with alarm a sharp 
uptick and historically high 
civilian casualties in the final 
three months of the year – since 
the talks began.

The talks – set out in an agree-
ment between the Taliban and 
the U.S. signed in February last 

year – began in September, but 
progress has since slowed and 
violence risen as uncertainty 
hovers over whether foreign 
troops will be pulled out by 
May as originally planned.

The U.S., under former Presi-
dent Donald Trump, reached 
an agreement with the Taliban 
in Doha last February, under 
which the US and its NATO al-
lies are expected to withdraw 
all troops in 14 months.

The administration of Presi-
dent Joe Biden, however, has 
said it would not commit to a 
full withdrawal of American 
troops from Afghanistan by 
May.

NATO has also said it will not 
pull its forces out of Afghani-
stan “before the time is right.”

Last year “could have been the 
year of peace in Afghanistan. 

Instead, thousands of Afghan 
civilians perished”, said Debo-
rah Lyons, head of UNAMA.

“Parties refusing to consider 
a ceasefire must recognize the 
devastating consequences,” 
said Lyons.

The Taliban on Tuesday re-
sponded critically to the report, 
saying: “The concerns, pre-
cise information and accurate 
details that were shared by us 
have not been taken into ac-
count.”

The UN report said for the 
first time since records began, 
deaths and injuries escalated 
in the final three months of the 
year from the previous three 
months.

Casualties for the fourth quar-
ter were up 45 percent com-
pared with the same period in 
2019. 

After a month-long break over 
the New Year period, the Kabul 
government and the Taliban 
announced that their chief ne-
gotiators had returned to talks 
in the Qatari capital, Doha, on 
Monday.

Taliban spokesman Moham-
mad Naeem said that the meet-
ing was focused on the continu-
ation of the talks.

The meeting was held a day 
after the head of the Afghan 
High Council for National Rec-
onciliation, Abdullah Abdullah, 
called on the Taliban to return 
to the negotiating table and re-
sume talks.

While the Taliban demand a 
power-sharing deal with Kabul, 
President Ashraf Ghani said 
earlier this week that he will 
not allow “an interim govern-
ment while I am alive.”

Violence Against Afghan Civilians Surges Since 
Talks Began: UN

Workers in the Yemeni capital Sana’a search through debris at a warehouse 
after it was hit in an air strike by the Saudi-led coalition on 2 July 2020 

DAMASCUS (Press TV) – Syrian Foreign 
Minister Faysal Mekdad has reiterated his coun-
try’s determination to combat terrorism and prac-
tice its legal right to put an end to any illegitimate 
military presence on its soil.

Mekdad, who is also a former permanent en-
voy to the United Nations, made the remarks in 
a speech via video to the 46th session of Human 
Rights Council in Geneva.

“Terrorism remains a major threat and some 
countries are trying to exploit our country’s 
suffering for political pressure,” Mekdad said, 
stressing that, “Syria is determined to continue 
fighting terrorism and to exercise its legal right 
to end any illegal presence on its territory.”

The top Syrian diplomat pointed to rights vio-
lations committed by occupation forces in his 

country, particularly the recent activities by the 
Turkish military in addition to Ankara’s support 
for terrorist groups in Syria.

“In light of the Turkish, American and Israeli 
occupation, terrorist groups and separatist mi-
litias continue to commit gross and systematic 
violations of human rights to serve the interests 
of their operators and supporters,” Mekdad said.

“Water cuts as a collective punishment for a 
million citizens in Hasakah Governorate is one 
of the examples of the grave and systematic 
violations committed by the Turkish occupation 
forces and their groups,” he added.

On October 9, 2019, Turkish forces and Anka-
ra-backed militants launched a long-threatened 
cross-border invasion of northeastern Syria in a 
declared attempt to push Kurdish militants af-

filiated with the so-called People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) away from border areas.

Ankara views the YPG, which is supported by 
the White House, as a terrorist organization tied 
to the homegrown Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), which has been seeking an autonomous 
Kurdish region in Turkey since 1984.

During his virtual speech, Mekdad also 
touched on the issue of illegal sanctions im-
posed on Syria and called on Human Rights 
Council to place the grave and systematic vio-
lations resulting from the U.S. and European 
unilateral coercive measures against the Syrian 
people as a top priority.

The United States recently imposed a round 
of sanctions against Syria known as the Caesar 
Syria Civilian Protection Act.

Syria Determined to Continue Fight Against Terrorism: FM

KUWAIT CITY (MEMO) – 
The number of jobs in Kuwait 
decreased by 4.2 percent during 
2020, recording the highest an-
nual employment losses in near-
ly 30 years, due to the repercus-
sions of the coronavirus crisis.

According to a report issued 
by the National Bank of Ku-
wait (NBK), the largest bank 
in the country, the decline was 
reflected in the modest rate of 
employment activity growth 
for Kuwaiti citizens and a 
sharp decline of jobs reserved 
for expatriates.

The report said that “the pub-
lic sector performed well, re-
cording a growth of 2.7 percent 
compared to the private sector, 
which is partly attributed to the 
Kuwaitization efforts.”

Kuwait is going through one 
of its worst economic crises due 
to the effects of the coronavirus 
and the global drop of oil pric-
es, which constitutes the main 

source of more than 90 percent 
of government revenues.

The report monitored a 5.2 
percent population decline in 
Kuwait in 2020, which is the 
highest in nearly 30 years, due 
to the remarkable decrease in 
the number of expatriates, as 
about 130,000 foreigners left 
the country.

The report pointed out that 
more than a third of Kuwait’s 
population is under the age of 
15, which highlights the impor-
tance of accelerating the pace 
of creating jobs.

The report anticipated the 
pace of foreign workers’ de-
parture to be maintained dur-
ing the coming period in light 
of the proposed changes to the 
residency law, the continued 
implementation of national-
ization policies, and the lay-
offs as companies continue to 
tackle the effects of the eco-
nomic crisis.

Kuwait Records Highest Annual 
Job Losses in 30 Years

CAIRO (Dispatches) – Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
is causing controversy by ordering 
education officials to restrict verses 
from the Qur’an to Islamic religion 
textbooks in the schools of the pre-
dominantly Muslim nation.

Sisi has ordered education of-
ficials to remove verses from the 
textbooks of all other subjects, a 
Ministry of Education official re-
vealed recently.  

Reda Hegazi, the deputy minister 
of education, said that the Egyptian 
president had asked the Ministry 
of Education to allow “moderate” 
schoolteachers only to teach Is-
lamic texts to pupils at the nation’s 
schools.

The commands of the Egyptian 
president are the latest in a series 
of disrespecting the holy book.

The schools supervised by the 
Ministry of Education, numbering 
close to 50,000, lay stress on natu-
ral and social sciences, whereas the 
schools and institutes of al-Azhar, 
around 65,000, place the stress on 
religion and religious studies.  

Nevertheless, the textbooks 
taught at the schools supervised by 
the Ministry of Education contain 

many references to the Qur’an, 
sometimes quoting verses from the 
holy book and sayings of Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH). 

The argument over whether non-
religious textbooks should contain 
verses from the Qur’an or sayings 
of the prophet is a sensitive issue 
in Egypt. 

There are fears that the decision 
would constitute an attack on the 
religious identity of Egypt.

Around 23 million pupils are 
enrolled in schools nationwide, 
according to the Ministry of Edu-
cation. This means that there is a 
school pupil in almost every Egyp-
tian home.

Ahmed Abdel Aziz, an adviser 
to the late Egyptian President Mo-
hamed Morsi, said that Sisi wants 
to secularize the Egyptian society. 

“This is true after the Egyptian 
state itself was secularized,” Abdel 

Aziz said.
Secularism has negative connota-

tions among Egypt’s religious par-
ties, which view calls for reducing 
religious teaching at the schools as 
an attack against the Islamic iden-
tity of the majority of Egyptians. 

The al-Nour Party says remov-
ing Islamic texts from school text-
books is totally unacceptable. 

“The removal of these verses will 
weaken the curricula, especially 
the Arabic language curricula,” 
Salah Abdel Maaboud, a senior 
member of the party, told MEE.

“Educational authorities can eas-
ily solve the problem of misinter-
preting religious texts by com-
mitting schoolteachers to specific 
interpretations.” 

Some citizens share the same 
view. They say the presence of 
verses from the Qur’an in school 
textbooks is necessary for the edu-
cational process itself.

“These verses back the informa-
tion mentioned in the textbooks,” 
said Shaimaa Sayed, a housewife 
and a mother of three schoolchil-
dren. “The presence of these verses 
puts textbook information beyond 
doubt,” she told MEE.

Backlash Against Egypt’s Sisi Over Removal 
of Qur’an From School Textbooks

Pupils line up in the courtyard of the Mahaba school in Ezbet al-Nakhl, a 
shanty town north of the Egyptian capital Cairo on 13 October, 2018.


