Iran: Dozens of schoolgirls
taken to hospital after new
gas poisonings

From the BBC and Al Jazeera

Dozens of girls from 26 schools in Iran are reportedly being
treated for poisoning at hospitals after another wave of
apparent toxic gas attacks.

More than 1,000 students have been affected since November.
They have suffered respiratory problems, nausea, dizziness and
fatique.

Many Iranians suspect the poisonings are a deliberate attempt
to force girls’ schools to close.

Interior Minister Ahmad Vahidi, who has been tasked by the
president with finding the “root cause” of the poisonings, on
Wednesday dismissed as “false” a report by Fars news agency
that three people had been arrested. He also accused foreign-
based media and “mercenary groups” of taking advantage of the
situation to wage psychological war and worry people.

Some pupils and parents suggested that schoolgirls may have
been targeted for taking part in recent anti-government
protests.

BBC Persian verified videos showing ambulances arriving at
schools and students being treated in hospitals in the capital
Tehran, the north-western city of Ardabil and the western city
of Kermanshah.

In one from Tehransar, in western Tehran, several girls
purportedly from 13 Aban School are seen lying on beds in a
hospital ward and receiving oxygen.
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Another video from the city’'s east shows girls sitting on the
pavement outside a primary school. A mother is then seen
rushing up to the gate and screaming: “Where is my child?” A
man replies: “They’ve poisoned the students with gas.”

Many patients have reported similar symptoms: respiratory
problems, nausea, dizziness and fatigue. The first known case
was reported at a school in the city of Qom, when 18
schoolgirls fell ill and were taken to hospital on 30
November. Since then, at least 58 schools in eight provinces
have been affected, according to local media.

Most cases have involved girls — at both primary and high
schools — although there have been some reports of boys and
teachers affected.
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Chemical weapons expert Dan Kaszeta, an associate fellow at
the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), said that “finding
the alleged causative substance is often the only useful
evidence, but can be extremely difficult”. As substances can
dissipate or degrade, collecting a sample “pretty much
requires you to be there, with the right equipment, at the
time of exposure,”

The incidents in Iran have similarities with a series
of alleged poisoning cases in Afghan schools in the 2010s,
according to Mr Kaszeta. These, he said, were not properly
investigated and so remain largely unresolved.

Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi .. speaking to a crowd in
southern Iran on Friday in a speech carried live on state
television, blamed the poisoning on Iran’s enemies.

“This is a security project to cause chaos in the country
whereby the enemy seeks to instil fear and insecurity among
parents and students,” he said. He did not say who those
enemies were, although Iranian leaders habitually accuse the
United States and Israel, among others, of acting against it.

Separately, a senior Iranian official said a fuel tanker found
next to a school in a Tehran suburb and which had also been
spotted in two other cities was probably involved in the
poisonings.

Authorities seized the tanker and arrested its driver, said
Reza Karimi Saleh, the deputy governor of the Pardis suburb.
He said the same tanker had also been to Qom and Borujerd, in
Lorestan Province in western Iran, where students have also
suffered from poisoning. He did not elaborate.

Those affected have reported the smell of tangerine or rotten
fish before falling ill.

In Geneva, the United Nations human rights office on Friday
called for a transparent investigation into the
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attacks. “We’re very concerned about these allegations that
girls are being deliberately targeted under what appear to be
mysterious circumstances,” Ravina Shamdasani, spokesperson for
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, told a briefing.



