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BEIRUT: The head of Syria’s government delegation
at the Geneva talks lashed out yesterday at the coun-
try’s Western- and Saudi-backed opposition, calling
them “politically immature” and saying their walkout
from the negotiations removes a “major obstacle” to
finding a political solution to the conflict.

The remarks by Bashar Ja’afari, who is also Syria’s
UN ambassador, echoed earlier barbs by a Turkey-
based opposition leader who accused President
Bashar Assad’s forces of effectively having “buried”
the cease-fire in Syria.

The verbal sparring came as activists reported
that ambulances and buses entered four besieged
communities in Syria to evacuate around 500 sick
residents.

At the United Nations, Stephane Dujarric, the
spokesman for the UN chief, told reporters plans were
underway to evacuate the 500 who are in “urgent
need of life-saving medical attention.” He did not give
details on the timing or where the people would be
taken. “The sad thing is, we should not have to nego-
tiate medical evacuations,” Dujarric added.

International aid organizations have pleaded for
the evacuation of dozens of residents with urgent
medical needs from these communities, which have
been besieged by government forces and rebels. The
deal is also part of the now-teetering cease-fire
agreement in place since Feb. 27, which greatly
reduced violence in the first weeks but has all but col-
lapsed now amid fierce fighting in Syria’s north in the
past week.

On Tuesday, at least 44 people, mostly civilians
were killed in government airstrikes on opposition-
held areas in northern Idlib province. The day before,
the opposition declared that the government’s viola-
tions of the cease-fire were unacceptable.

Anas al-Abda, the leader of the Turkey-based
Syrian National Coalition, said there will be no quick

return by the opposition to the talks in Geneva if the
current situation continues. “The regime buried the
truce yesterday,” Al-Abda said, speaking at a press
conference in Turkey. He was referring to the strikes
in Idlib.

He also claimed that there have been more than
2,100 violations of the truce by government forces
in the past 53 days. “There will be no quick return to
negotiations if the current situation continues,” al-
Abda said.

The SNC is part of the Higher Negotiations
Committee, the Syrian opposition coalition negotiat-
ing in Geneva. Al-Abda’s comments come after HNC
chief Riad Hijab said Tuesday there can be no solution
in Syria with Assad remaining in power and called for
international monitors to observe a cease-fire in Syria.
Hijab vowed to fight “even with stones” to depose
Assad, shifting sharply to a tone of conflict over con-
ciliation. 

In Geneva, Ja’afari said yesterday that members of
the opposition were “extremists” and “mercenaries.”
He ridiculed Hijab’s comments, referring to him as
“sulking” child, and denounced the opposition’s walk-
out as “politically immature.”

He reiterated that his government’s position is
that any political solution for Syria would include a
broad-based unity government, an amended consti-
tution and parliamentary elections. “Any group that
thinks otherwise is living an illusion, is undermining
the Geneva talks, is wasting their time and ours,”
Ja’afari said.

The HNC does not want Assad to have any role in
a future Syria. UN  special envoy Staffan de Mistura
said he will take stock of where the talks stand on
Friday. The calculated gamble by the opposition to
jeopardize what diplomats have called the best
chance in years to bring a diplomatic end to Syria’s
five-year war reflects its growing frustration over

unproductive peace talks and hundreds of govern-
ment cease-fire violations in recent weeks.

The opposition coalition accuses the govern-
ment of preparing an assault on the city of Aleppo,
ignoring its demands for the release of thousands of
detainees, and rejecting or avoiding requests for
UN-led humanitarian aid shipments in recent weeks.
It says those are signs of bad faith by Assad’s side
and accuses Damascus of stalling for time in the
Geneva talks. 

Yesterday, activists posted pictures of buses driv-
ing into the town of Madaya, which fell under siege to
government and allied Lebanese Hezbollah forces
last year. Images of starving residents and children in
the town and other places have fuelled calls for end-
ing sieges, warning that they threaten to kill critically
ill or injured people. According to activists and a
media report on Hezbollah’s Al-Manar TV, about 500
residents were to be evacuated yesterday.

Madaya, northeast of Damascus, and Zabadani,
near the border with Lebanon, have been besieged
by government forces and allied militia for months.
Fouaa and Kfarya villages in the northern province of
Idlib have been blockaded by rebels for over a year.

The Britain-based Observatory for Human Rights
said the buses of the Syrian Red Crescent came under
fire in Madaya. There was no immediate comment
from the Red Crescent. The Observatory said six peo-
ple have already been evacuated on medical grounds
from Foua and Kfraya while two were evacuated from
Zabadani in the deal sponsored by the United
Nations and coordinated by the Red Crescent.

The evacuation would be the first major one since
the cease-fire. In December, 460 people from the four
communities were evacuated. Keaten reported from
Geneva. Associated Press writers Zeina Karam in
Beirut and Cara Anna at the United Nations con-
tributed to this report. — AP
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JUBA: South Sudan’s government and
rebels said yesterday a deal had been
reached to let rebel leader Riek
Machar return to the capital to form a
unity government, resolving differ-
ences that led to a delay this week
that had worried peace monitors.

Rebel spokesman James Gatdet
Dak told Reuters by telephone from
Nairobi that Machar, who had been
due to return early this week before
the latest in a series of delays since last
year’s peace deal, was now expected

to fly into Juba on today.
Machar and his r ival,  President

Salva Kiir, signed an agreement in
August to end a two-year conflict in
which thousands of people have been
kil led and more than two mil l ion
forced to flee their homes. But clashes
have flared since then.

The United States and the UN
Security Council have both voiced
concern over the latest delay to the
return of Machar, who is due to take
up the post of First Vice President next

to Kiir as part of a power sharing deal.
The body monitoring the peace

deal,  the Joint Monitoring and
Evaluation Commission (JMEC), which
includes Western powers, African rep-
resentatives and others, also said it
was worried. “I’m happy to announce
to you that we as a government have
accepted that Riek should come with
195 (members of his) forces accompa-
nying him and his chief of staff,” Peter
Bashir Gbandi, acting foreign minister,
told a news conference in Juba.

A government official earlier said
Machar was held up because he had
wanted to bring equipment and
troops into Juba in excess of what was
agreed with Kiir’s camp. Machar told Al
Jazeera television the government was
creating “obstacles”.

“We have given him clearance also
for all the three planes that are com-
ing with him,” Gbandi said, without
giving a t iming. Ki ir ’s  sacking of
Machar as his deputy in 2013 precipi-
tated the crisis that led to a conflict in

December 2013. Fighting has often
run along ethnic lines, pitting Kiir ’s
dominant Dinka ethnic group against
Machar’s Nuer.

The conflict, which erupted barely
two years after South Sudan’s inde-
pendence in 2011, has hammered the
economy and left swathes of the 11
million population without enough
food. Oil production, South Sudan’s
main source of revenue, has tumbled
as oil fields have been cut off and glob-
al prices have dropped. — Reuters

JERUSALEM: Israel has seen “unprecedent-
ed” intelligence cooperation with Egypt
and Jordan as the fight against the Islamic
State group nudges them to work together
more closely, a military chief said
Wednesday.

Major General Yair Golan said “there is a
strong feeling in the region...  that we have
to put aside past animosities and concen-
trate on mutual interests and working
together” to deal with the jihadist threat.

The Israeli military’s deputy chief of staff
spoke of an “unprecedented level of coop-
eration” mainly regarding intelligence. “But
that’s between defense establishments,
and I wouldn’t describe that as some sort
of reconciliation between the people,”
Golan said at a news conference for foreign
journalists. “But it is a good starting point,
and I’m quite optimistic concerning that.”
Egypt and Jordan are the only Arab coun-
tries that have signed peace treaties with
Israel, but relations between them remain
delicate, particularly over their support for
the Palestinian cause.

Jihadists in Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula
pledged allegiance in November 2014 to
IS, which controls parts of Iraq and Syria
and also has a presence in conflict-ridden
Libya. Jihadist fighters have long used Sinai
as a base and launched an insurgency after
the military overthrew Egypt’s Islamist
president Mohamed Morsi in 2013.

Jordan, which borders Iraq and Syria,
has for years struggled with homegrown
extremists and is part of a US-led coalition
carrying out air strikes against IS. In a sign of
the sensitivity in Egypt-Israeli relations,
Egypt’s parliament in March dismissed a

deputy after he held talks with Israel’s envoy
to Cairo during a dinner at his home. Tewfiq
Okasha’s hosting of Israeli ambassador Haim
Koren sparked outrage in parliament, where
one lawmaker hit him with a shoe.

Risk of ‘full-scale war’ 
Golan also spoke of the threat Israel

says Iran poses in the region, saying it is
determined to spread its influence through
the Middle East. 

Israel will closely monitor whether Iran
complies with the nuclear deal it struck
with world powers last year, which the
Israeli government strongly opposed, he
said. “Look at their involvement in Iraq,
their involvement in Syria, in Lebanon, in
Yemen, in Sudan and other places,” Golan
said. “Just unbelievable. You can find Iran
today everywhere.”

Iran has backed Israeli enemy
Hezbollah, and Golan said the Lebanese
Shiite militia’s improving capabilities
deeply concerned Israel. He said that could
result in “full-scale war”, including a harsh
response from the Israeli military.
“Comparing that to anything we’ve experi-
enced before, no doubt, this is the most
severe threat we’ve ever experienced
before,” Golan said.

Of a possible future crisis, he said “we’re
not going to see small war in Lebanon. It’s
going to be decisive. It’s going to be full-
scale war ...” He said that because of the
presence of Hezbollah fighters in civilian
areas, “there is no other way to take out
this threat without really creating large
damage to the Lebanese infrastructure, to
Lebanese houses and other civilian facili-
ties.” — AFP

RIYADH: Defense Secretary Ash Carter, left, and CIA Director John Brennan. — AP

GENEVA: Ramzy Ezzeldin Ramzy, second left, Deputy Special Envoy for Syria attends a meeting with Syrian ambassador to the
United Nations and Head of the government delegation Bashar al-Jaafari, third left, during Syria peace talks at the United
Nations. — AP
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RIYADH: Defense Secretary Ash Carter
pressed reluctant defense ministers from
six Gulf nations Wednesday to provide
more economic and political support to
Iraq now to help the war-torn nation in its
fight against the Islamic State Group.

In a series of sessions, Carter urged the
Arab countries to specifically help with the
reconstruction of cities of Ramadi and Hit
as well as Anbar province, areas that have
been won back from the militant group but
left in near-shambles. He said helping the
Iraqi people go home and rebuild their
lives would lead to a more lasting victory
and promote a more inclusive government.

The defense ministers’ meeting was
aimed at laying the groundwork for a sum-
mit today among President Barack Obama
and heads of state from the Arab countries.
A senior defense official said the defense
chiefs had a robust discussion, but came to
no solid agreements on the increased aid.

The official said it appears the Gulf
nations will be willing to consider doing
more. But the Sunni leaders want to wait
until they see more political improvements
in Baghdad and greater participation and
aid for the Sunni population before they
agree to do more.

The US has been unhappy with what
the Gulf nations have been willing to do in
the fight, both with their military forces
and financial contributions. In recent com-
ments to The Atlantic Magazine, Obama
described Gulf countries, among others, as
“free riders” that show “an unwillingness to
put any skin in the game” when it comes to
their own regional security. Those com-
ments have chilled Obama’s welcome at
the summit.

And, while Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates and other Gulf states are
part of the US-led coalition battling the
Islamic State group in Iraq and Syria, they
have done only limited airstrikes in Syria.

Carter told a news conference later that
Sunni support for a multi-sectarian govern-
ment in Iraq will insure that the Islamic

State group “stays defeated.” “What we
would like, and what we discussed today, is
to do more,” said Carter, who spoke at
Diriyah Palace alongside Gulf Cooperation
Council Secretary-General Abdullatif al-
Zayani.

At the meeting were defense ministers
from the six GCC nations - Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, United Arab Emirates,
Oman and Qatar. The ministers also reaf-
firmed ways that their militaries can work
more together, including in training, exer-
cises and missions with their special opera-
tions and naval forces.

One proposal would have each country
designate a special operations unit to go
through enhanced training so it could work
more closely with all the other nations. The
ministers also talked about ways to counter
threats from Iran - a high priority for the
Gulf countries who have been dismayed
with the US move to reduce sanctions on
Tehran in exchange for the nuclear agree-
ment.

Al-Zayani said at the news conference
that Carter expressed the US  commitment
to stand with the Gulf nations against
Iranian threats, including weapons smug-
gling into countries such as Yemen.

The US official said that the US wants to
see a continued push to interdict the
weapons shipments from Iran to insurgent
groups in Yemen and other areas. The offi-
cial was not authorized to discuss the
issues publicly ahead of the meeting, so
spoke on condition of anonymity.

US officials also want Gulf nations to
have a more formal diplomatic presence in
Baghdad, arguing that involvement with
the Shiite-dominated Iraqi government will
decrease the deep sectarianism fracturing
the country. There have been significant
investments in the region’s air forces in
recent years, but the widely dispersed fight
against Islamic State militants in Iraq and
Syria requires a greater emphasis on spe-
cial operations missions and naval forces,
said the official. — AP

WASHINGTON: The US Supreme Court ruled
yesterday that Iran must hand over nearly $2
billion in frozen assets to survivors and relatives
of those killed in attacks blamed on the Islamic
republic.

In a 6-2 decision, the court upheld rulings in
favor of victims and relatives of the 241 US
service members killed in the 1983 bombing of
US Marine barracks in Beirut, the 1996 Khobar
Towers bombing that killed 19 Americans in
Saudi Arabia, and other attacks blamed on Iran.

More than 1,000 Americans are affected by
the decision. Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg
wrote the court’s opinion rejecting the Iranian
central bank’s efforts to block $1.75 billion in
payments to victims and relatives.

“ We are extremely pleased with the
Supreme Court’s decision, which will bring
long-overdue relief to more than 1,000 victims
of Iranian terrorism and their families, many of
whom have waited decades for redress,” said
Theodore Olson, the former US solicitor general
who represented the relatives of the victims.

I t  was also a win for President Barack
Obama’s administration and for Congress,
which passed a 2012 law ordering Iran’s Bank
Markazi to turn over frozen bond assets it held
in a New York account at Citibank. “Today’s
decision is a long awaited victory for justice
and in recognizing that the survivors are enti-
tled to this compensation,” Senator Robert
Menendez, who helped author the legislation,
said in a statement.

Iran argued the law was unconstitutional as
it violated separation of powers, with US law-
makers ordering a particular result in a legal

case, but federal courts rejected that claim and
backed the law. The lower courts also denied
the central bank’s request for legal immunity.
The Supreme Court agreed. The 2012 law “does
not transgress constraints the Constitution
places on Congress and the president,”
Ginsburg wrote in the majority opinion.

“We perceive in (the statute) no violation of
separation-of-powers principles, and no threat
to the independence of the judiciary.”

Instead, she said, the law “directs courts to
apply a new legal standard to undisputed
facts.”

Constitutional dilemma 
Chief Justice John Roberts filed a dissenting

opinion, in which Justice Sonia Sotomayor
joined. “Contrary to the majority, I would hold
that (the law) violates the separation of powers”
between the executive, legislative and judicial
branches of government, Roberts wrote.

“No less than if it had passed a law saying
‘respondents win,’ Congress has decided this
case by enacting a bespoke statute tailored to
this case that resolves the parties’ specific legal
disputes to guarantee respondents victory.”

He used an analogy in which a neighbor
sues another and wins by persuading a legisla-
ture to enact a statute backing his position for
his specific case.

“Imagine your neighbor sues you, claiming
that your fence is on his property,” Roberts
wrote. “Your neighbor wins. Who would you say
decided your case: the legislature, which tar-
geted your specific case and eliminated your
specific defenses so as to ensure your neigh-

bor’s victory, or the court, which presided over
the fait accompli?”

‘Deceptive practices’ 
Several months before signing the 2012 bill

into law, Obama signed an executive order
freezing all Iranian assets, potentially freeing
them up for seizure.

At the time, he pointed to the “deceptive
practices of the Central Bank of Iran and other
Iranian banks.” The case before the court had
marked a rare alliance between Obama and
both houses of Congress, which are controlled
by his Republican foes.

The court ’s decision comes at a time of
hopes for better ties between longtime foes
Tehran and Washington, following a nuclear
agreement last year between Iran, the United
States and five other major powers. It also coin-
cides with growing controversy over a draft bill
in Congress that could allow families of the
September 11 attacks to sue the Saudi govern-
ment in US courts. Nearly 3,000 people died in
the 2001 attacks.

There are only eight justices currently sitting
on the court following the death in February of
Justice Antonin Scalia.  So far,  Senate
Republicans have refused to schedule hearings
on Obama’s nominee to fill the ninth seat. That
leaves the court short-handed and evenly split
between justices who lean conservative and
those who tend to back liberal positions.

Since Scalia’s death, the top court has
already deadlocked in three decisions, meaning
their rulings set no new national precedents
and leave lower court rulings intact. — AFP
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