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ADEN: Fighting raged yesterday between
Yemen’s warring factions on the final day of
UN-backed peace talks that have made no
major breakthrough in the face of repeated
ceasefire violations.  UN special envoy Ismail
Ould Cheikh Ahmed was expected to
announce a new round of meetings, likely
starting in mid-January, to try to end the con-
flict, according to a source close to the rebel
delegation.  

A halt to the violence is sorely needed in
the Arabian Peninsula’s poorest nation, where
the UN says fighting since March has killed
thousands of people and left around 80 per-
cent of the population needing humanitarian
aid.  The sides, who have been meeting since
Tuesday behind closed doors, agreed Saturday
to create “a neutral military committee” to
monitor the collapsing ceasefire and another

committee to oversee the delivery of humani-
tarian aid, sources from both sides said.

But delegates said substantial progress had
proved elusive.  “The negotiations have basi-
cally failed,” said a source with the delegation
representing both the Iran-backed Houthi
Shiite rebels and renegade troops still loyal to
wealthy ex-president Ali Abdullah Saleh. He
told AFP that the ceasefire, which was meant
to facilitate the delivery of desperately needed
humanitarian aid, was “still-born”.  “We have
not achieved any results,” agreed a source in
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi’s govern-
ment delegation.

The talks have among other things stum-
bled on the question of prisoners, with the
rebels demanding swaps, while the govern-
ment wants the Houthis to first liberate a
number of its captives, including the presi-

dent’s brother, several sources said. The
Houthis advanced from their northern strong-
holds to occupy the capital in September
2014. The conflict has escalated dramatically
since Saudi-led air strikes against the rebels
began in March, with more than 5,800 people
killed and more than 27,000 wounded since
then, according to UN figures.

No end to violence 
Loyalists yesterday attacked rebel positions

in the northern Jawf province after seizing the
provincial capital two days earlier from the
Houthi rebels, pro-government militia sources
said. Coalition air strikes hit a rebel rocket
launch pad in Jawf, rebel positions in the
north of the western Hodeida province and an
army camp in the rebel-held capital Sanaa.

Rebels meanwhile claimed to have caused

casualties and equipment damage in a rocket
attack on a coalition military base in Marib
province east of Sanaa, their sabanews.net
website reported. The coalition did not imme-
diately confirm this.  Military sources said that
pro-government forces attacked rebel posi-
tions in southern Shabwa province, most of
which is under loyalist control.  They reported
casualties as the troops sought to retake the
oil-rich Usaylan region from the Houthis.

Saudi Arabia meanwhile said a missile fired
from Yemen on Saturday struck the border city
of Najran, killing three civilians-a Saudi and two
Indian workers. Pro-government forces kept up
pressure in Sanaa province’s Nihm district this
weekend after significant gains in Marib
province east of the capital.  Forces loyal to Hadi,
and allied tribes in the area, laid siege to Nihm’s
Fardha military base northeast of the capital.

Despite the proximity, the roughly 40 kilo-
meters separating Nihm from Sanaa is mostly
rugged mountainous terrain.  A ceasefire
which began with the peace talks on Tuesday
and was set to continue for at least seven days
has failed to hold.  At least 68 people were
killed on Thursday near the northern town of
Haradh, which loyalists seized the same day,
military and tribal sources said.  The UN envoy
to Yemen was “deeply concerned at the
numerous reports of violations of the cessa-
tion of hostilities”, his office said late Friday.
Ould Cheikh Ahmed “urges all parties to
respect this agreement and allow unhindered
access for the delivery of humanitarian assis-
tance to the most affected districts of Yemen,”
the statement said.  The special envoy has
held several sessions with participants during
the talks, the statement added. — AFP 

BERN: UN special envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed speaks during a press conference at the end of peace talks yesterday. — AFP 

BEIRUT: Air strikes believed to have
been carried out by Russian war-
planes killed scores of people in
the centre of the rebel-held city of
Idlib in northwest Syria yesterday,
rescue workers and residents said.
They said at least six strikes had hit
a busy market place in the heart of
the city, several government build-
ings and residential areas. Rescue
workers said they had confirmed
43 dead but that at least 30 more
bodies had been retrieved that had
still to be identified.

“There are a lot of corpses under
the rubble,” Yasser Hammo, a civil
defense worker, said via an Internet
messaging system, adding that vol-
unteers and civil defense workers
were still  pulling bodies out.
Footage on social media and the
pro-opposition Orient TV station
showed makeshift ambulances
rushing with injured civilians
through an area where people
were searching for survivors
among the debris of collapsed
buildings.

One local resident, Sameh Al-
Muazin, said he had seen mangled
bodies in the main Jalaa Street of
the city, adding that people feared
a further round of intensive bomb-
ing. “Everyone is afraid that this is
just the beginning,” he said. Russia
began a major aerial campaign on
Sept. 30 in support of Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad, its ally,
who earlier in the year had suffered

a series of setbacks including the
loss of Idlib province and areas
near the coasts which are of crucial
strategic importance.

Moscow says its targets Islamic
State militants but rebels and resi-
dents say they are causing hun-
dreds of civilian casualties through
indiscriminate bombing of areas
well away from the frontlines.
Residents say they distinguish
Russian planes that fly at high alti-
tudes in sorties from Syrian heli-
copters that mainly drop indiscrim-
inate barrel bombs at much lower
heights.

A coalition of Islamist rebels
took Idlib city, the capital of a
northwestern province of the same
name, earlier this year.  It had previ-
ously been largely spared by the
Russian warplanes. Idlib was part of
a United Nations-brokered cease-
fire deal reached in September by
warring parties. This allowed for the
eventual withdrawal of rebel fight-
ers holed up in a border village
near Lebanon in return for the
evacuation of civilians from two
Shiite villages under rebel siege in
Idlib province. Under the deal there
was a tacit understanding it fell
under the ceasefire arrangements.
Idlib has attracted thousands of
ordinary Syrians displaced by the
fighting in areas in northern Syria
and has also become the centre for
a local administration run by
Islamist insurgents. — Reuters 

Strikes kill scores 

in rebel-held Idlib 

DIYARBAKIR: The number of Kurdish
rebels killed in a massive Turkish mili-
tary offensive in the restive southeast
has jumped to 102, a security source
said yesterday, as the operation entered
its fifth day. At least two soldiers and
five civilians have also been killed in the
fighting, the source said. 

An earlier toll released on Saturday
put the figure at 70 dead in the
unprecedented police and army opera-
tion, with the military saying all were
suspected members of the rebel
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). Some
10,000 troops backed by tanks have
been deployed in the southeast to try
to rout young PKK supporters from
urban areas, according to local media.

The operation, which has targeted
the towns of Cizre and Silopi in the
province of Sirnak as well as a neighbor-
hood in Diyarbakir, the largest city in the
region, began on Wednesday, according
to the army. On Friday, the military also
carried out air strikes on alleged PKK
hideouts and weapons sites across the
border in northern Iraq, where the out-
lawed group has its rear bases. 

Images published by the Anatolia
news agency show heavily armed sol-
diers backed by tanks going house-to-
house in the towns and firing from
street corners. Army forces chief General
Hulusi Akar visited Sirnak province on
Saturday for a briefing by the local mili-
tary command.

The Turkish government says the
operation is needed to eliminate mili-

tants who were effectively taking over
the towns by building barricades and
digging trenches. But Kurdish activists
and politicians have accused the army
of acting with impunity and pounding
large parts of the towns to rubble.  In
the eastern city of Van yesterday, police
fired rubber bullets and teargas to dis-
perse around 1,000 demonstrators who
gathered to condemn the military oper-
ations, the Dogan news agency report-
ed.

‘Attempt to unleash civil war’ 
The army said that two schools that

had been used by the PKK as hideouts
had been rendered inoperable while a
stash of arms had been seized in Silopi.
The education ministry recalled teach-
ers from the area and schools were
closed, as were health services due to a
lack of doctors who have fled the con-
flict zone.

The operations mark a new escala-
tion in five months of fighting between

the army and the PKK since a two-and-
a-half year truce collapsed in July.
Although analysts have called for peace
talks, the authorities led by President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, buoyed by the
victory of his Justice and Development
Party (AKP) in the November 1 election,
have said Ankara must eradicate the
PKK.

Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
yesterday condemned what he said
was “an attempt to unleash a civil war”.
He warned that the military operations,
criticized by some members of the
political opposition and rights groups,
will last until the towns targeted are
completely “cleansed”. “We are faced
with a barbaric organization which is
trying to exploit young people to affect
their lives by installing these barri-
cades,” he told a gathering in Ankara of
young people from the ruling AKP.

He also promised financial help to
residents forced to flee the conflict
zone as well as businesses that have
been hard hit. But Turkey’s Human
Rights Association protested that the
operations and “the systematic
recourse to curfews, represent an
unacceptable collective punishment”.
The PKK launched an insurgency
against the Turkish state in 1984, ini-
tially fighting for Kurdish independ-
ence although it is now pressing more
for greater autonomy and rights for the
country’s largest ethnic minority. The
conflict has left tens of thousands of
people dead. — AFP 

Clashes shake Yemen as peace talks end
Delegates admit ‘the negotiations have basically failed’

ANKARA: Members of Turkey’s leftist unions and politicians stage a
protest outside the parliament in Ankara, calling for the end of mil-
itary operations against Kurdish militants in southeastern Turkey,
on December 19, 2015. The banner reads: “No to war, we will
defend the peace”. — AFP 

Toll ‘tops 100’ as Turkey push 

major offensive against PKK


