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SANAA: Yemen’s Houthi-run governing council said
yesterday it was ready to restart peace talks with the
country’s exiled government provided a Saudi-led
coalition stopped attacking and besieging Houthi-
held territories. UN-sponsored negotiations to end
18 months of fighting in the impoverished country
on Saudi Arabia’s southern border collapsed earlier
this month and the dominant Iran-allied Houthi
movement there resumed shelling attacks into the

kingdom. At its weekly meeting at Sanaa’s presiden-
tial palace, the council said that its willingness to
restart peace talks was contingent on the “total ces-
sation of the aggression and lifting of the unjust
siege on the Yemeni people”. In talks in Jeddah this
week, US Secretary of State John Kerry said the con-
flict had gone on too long and needed to end. He
said the Houthis must cease shelling across the bor-
der with Saudi Arabia, pull back from the capital

Sanaa, cede their weapons and enter into a unity
government with their domestic foes.

Yemen’s internationally recognized government,
based in Saudi Arabia, has made similar demands
but insisted that the Houthis fulfill all those measures
before any new government was formed. However
Kerry suggested they could move ahead in parallel.
The exiled government suggested in a statement
carried by the Saba news agency that it was pre-

pared to consider the ideas outlined by Kerry. It said:
“The government is prepared to deal positively with
any peaceful solutions ... including an initial welcom-
ing of the ideas resulting from the meeting in Jeddah
that included the foreign secretaries of the US, the
United Kingdom and Gulf states.” The Yemen war has
killed more than 6,500 people and displaced some 3
million. Saudi Arabia has launched thousands of air
strikes on the country. — Reuters 

Houthis say they are ready for fresh talks   

SIRTE: Forces loyal to Libya’s UN-backed unity
government yesterday pushed into the last
areas of Sirte held by the Islamic State group in
what was the jihadists’ coastal stronghold.
Loyalists to the Tripoli-based Government of
National Accord have for more than three
months been pressing an offensive to retake
the city from the jihadists. IS captured Sirte-
which had been the hometown of Libya’s slain
dictator Moamer Kadhafi-in June 2015, spark-
ing fears the extremists would use it  as a
launch-pad for attacks in Europe.

Pro-GNA forces earlier this month made a sig-
nificant breakthrough by seizing a conference
centre where IS had set up base, pinning down
the jihadists in a small downtown area near the
sea. “Our forces entered the last areas held by
Daesh in Sirte: district number one and district
number three,” a spokesman for the pro-GNA
forces said on Sunday, using an Arabic acronym
for IS. “The final battle for Sirte has started,” Reda
Issa said of the city 450 kilometers east of Tripoli.
About 1,000 pro-GNA fighters were taking part
in the offensive, he said. Eighteen loyalists had
been killed and 120 others wounded in clashes
since the start of yesterday’s offensive, a field
hospital for the pro-GNA forces said. An AFP
photographer saw several tanks and armed vehi-
cles move towards district number one and
heard gunfire and rocket explosions as they
entered the northern neighborhood. 

US air strikes 
The pro-GNA forces said on their Facebook

page that the offensive came “after air strikes
overnight”. US warplanes have been backing
the assault to expel IS from Sirte, launched in
mid-May, since August 1.  As of August 24, US
warplanes had carried out a total of 82 strikes,
according to the United States Africa
Command. 

The pro-GNA forces fought their way into
Sirte on June 9 and seized the jihadists’ head-
quarters at the Ouagadougou conference cen-
tre on August 10. Since entering the city, they
have faced a barrage of sniper fire, suicide
bombings and booby traps. Pro-GNA forces are
mostly made up of militias from western cities
that have sided with the unity government of
prime minister-designate Fayez al-Sarraj and
the guards of oil installations that IS has repeat-
edly tried to seize. For several days before
Sunday’s assault, these fighters had been gath-
ering on the outskirts of Sirte and around dis-
trict number one and district number three,
troops told an AFP journalist  in the city.
Fighters armed and prepared their tanks for
inspection, while other soldiers disassembled
and cleaned their guns.

“I’m cleaning my weapon... and getting it
ready for the decisive battle” against IS, said
one soldier. “We hope that God will help us
defeat them,” Osama Mohammad Mosbah said.
Fighting broke out on Saturday on the edges of
district number one between the jihadists and
pro-GNA fighters armed with machineguns and
rocket launchers, the AFP reporter said, after
relative calm since late Thursday.

Snipers on roofs 
Pro-GNA snipers deployed onto the roofs

of buildings whose facades were still painted
with the jihadists’ black flag, using binoculars to
scan their surroundings for IS fighters. Another
anti-IS fighter, Ali Faraj Ben Saeed, said: “Of
course the main weapons of the IS group are
bombs. They rely on booby-traps and suicide
belts mainly.” More than 370 pro-GNA fighters
have been killed and nearly 2,000 wounded in
the battle, according to medical sources. IS
casualty figures are unavailable. Analysts say
that ousting the jihadists from their former
North African stronghold would be a symbolic
boost for Libya’s fragile unity government, but
it could also set the stage for further conflict.
They say the loss of IS’s main stronghold could
prompt the group to launch more scattered
attacks across the country, which remains an
important recruitment base for the jihadists. IS
has taken advantage of chaos in Libya since the
2011 uprising that toppled and killed Kadhafi,
where rival militias and authorities have vied
for control of the oil-rich country. A UN-bro-
kered deal struck in December led to Sarraj’s
unity government taking office in the capital,
but it has since struggled to fully assert its
authority. The presidential council headed by
Sarraj said on Wednesday it would present a
new cabinet line-up in an attempt to secure the
backing of parliament. The legislature, which
rejected a previous unity government in a vote
today, gave the council a “final chance” and 10
days to propose a new cabinet. — AFP 
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1,000 pro-GNA fighters taking part in offensive

SIRTE: Members of the forces loyal to Libya’s UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA) fire their weapons at enemy positions in the
coastal city of Sirte, east of the capital Tripoli, during their military operation to clear the Islamic State group’s (IS) jihadists from the city. — AFP 

PARIS: A woman wearing a Muslim headscarf, right, and who refused to be identified,
stands outside the Conseil d’Etat, France’s top administrative court. — AP 

PARIS: The national identity crisis exposed
by France’s burkini controversy is threaten-
ing to set the tone for the country’s presi-
dential campaign. Along with the econo-
my, the relationship between France’s
Muslims and non-Muslims has been a
recurring theme as presidential hopefuls
kick off campaigning for the April-May
election. Some leftists say the far right is
using the issue to encourage racism in
France. A top French court ruling Friday
against banning the burkini didn’t put an
end to the debate. 

Some mayors are refusing to rescind
their bans, arguing that the head-to-ankle
swimwear could disrupt public order after a
summer marred by Islamic extremist
attacks. The burkini bans by some French
coastal towns drew international condem-
nation after images circulated online of
police appearing to require a Muslim
woman to disrobe.

Former President Nicolas Sarkozy and
other some other conservative candidates
want a national law banning burkinis.
Sarkozy’s chief rival for the conservative
nomination, former Prime Minister Alain
Juppe, struck a more conciliatory tone, say-
ing on Europe-1 radio Sunday that such
rhetoric “throws oil on the fire.” But at a
campaign event Saturday in Chatou west of

Paris, Juppe suggested putting limits on
how far religious practices can reach into
public life, calling for a special accord
between the state and Muslim leaders to
lay out clear rules for respecting French
secularism.

“It is legitimate to ask them to have a
knowledge of the principles of the organi-
zation of the republican state, especially
French-style secularism,” he said. The econ-
omy and security issues are likely to domi-
nate the French campaign for the April and
May presidential elections, after years of 10
percent unemployment and a string of
deadly Islamic extremist attacks.

While many on the French left criticize
the burkini as oppressing women, they also
fear the issue feeds into the agenda of far-
right candidate Marine Le Pen of the
National Front. Benoit Hamon, a former
Socialist government minister seeking the
leftist presidential nomination, tweeted
Sunday that the burkini debate “is target-
ing Muslims once again.” 

Hamon crit ic ized Pr ime Minister
Manuel Valls, a fellow Socialist, for sup-
porting burkini bans. Socialist President
Francois Hollande, who hasn’t announced
whether he will seek a second term, has
remained cautious in comments on the
burkini. — AP 
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BEERSHEBA: An Israeli court yesterday post-
poned a hearing for a UN worker accused of
aiding the Islamist movement Hamas after a
dispute over whether he should be immune
from prosecution. Waheed Borsh, wearing a
brown prisoner’s uniform, appeared briefly in
court in the southern Israeli city of Beersheba.
His lawyer Lea Tsemel said the 38-year-old was
innocent and that they had requested more
time to be able to prove it. Borsh declined com-
ment when approached by AFP.

The hearing was rescheduled for September
29. The engineer from Jabaliya in northern
Gaza who worked for the UN Development
Program (UNDP) was arrested on July 16. He
was accused by Israel of being recruited by a
Hamas member to “redirect his work for UNDP
to serve Hamas’s military interests”. He was
charged with diverting 300 tons of rubble from
a UNDP project in the Gaza Strip, run by Hamas,
to build a jetty for the Islamist movement’s
naval force.

After reviewing the charge sheet, the UNDP
challenged Israel’s allegations and said Borsh
diverted the rubble under instructions from the
Palestinian Authority. UN officials have argued
that Borsh, as a UN employee, may qualify for
immunity from prosecution and have request-
ed that they be allowed to visit him in jail. They
have also called for his release into UN custody
until they can determine whether they should

press for his immunity. Israel has rejected
claims Borsh can benefit from immunity, saying
“whoever assists a terror organization cannot
hide behind a claim of immunity.” Israel and
Palestinian militants in the Gaza Strip have

fought three wars since 2008. More than two-
thirds of the population of the enclave-which
Israel has blockaded for a decade-are reliant on
some form of aid, according to the United
Nations. — AFP 

CAIRO: Egyptian authorities yesterday
released a renowned human rights lawyer
arrested after protests against President
Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi’s decision to hand
over two islands to Saudi Arabia. Malek
Adly had been held in pre-trial detention
since being arrested by plainclothes police
on May 5. His defense team confirmed his
release. “The case has not been referred to
trial  yet,” Tarek Khater,  one of Adly ’s
lawyers, told AFP.

Adly had supported protests in April
against the decision to hand over two
Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia, which
provoked outrage in Egypt and accusa-
tions that Sisi “sold” them in return for
Saudi  investments.  Pol ice arrested
dozens of activists ahead of an April 25
protest, after more than 1,000 people
had chanted for “the fall of the regime” in
an earlier demonstration in Cairo. The
police dispersed the April  25 protest

before raiding the Journalists’ Syndicate
to arrest two reporters who are part of
the same case as Adly.

The three were accused of “attempt-
ing to topple the ruling system” and
“spreading false news”, a prosecution
official had said.

An Egyptian administrative court ruled
in June that the islands of Tiran and
Sanafir, strategically situated at the mouth
of the Gulf of Aqaba, must remain under
Egyptian sovereignty. But the government
has appealed the decision.  Sisi  has
defended the move, saying the islands
were Saudi to begin with and were leased
to Egypt in the 1950s. 

The former army chief come to power
after toppling his Islamist predecessor
Mohamed Morsi in 2013, unleashing a
crackdown on his supporters that killed
hundreds of protesters and imprisoned
thousands. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: Turkey destroyed an arsenal
and command post belonging to “terror
groups” in strikes on Syria Saturday, the
Anadolu news agency said, amid accusa-
tions Turkish jets had bombed Kurdish mili-
tia positions. The state-run agency did not
say if fire was from artillery or war planes or
which groups were targeted. It said the fire
hit targets south of the town of Jarabulus,
which was taken from jihadists by pro-
Ankara rebels on Wednesday.

As well as fighting Islamic State (IS)
jihadists, Turkey’s offensive in Syria is aimed
at countering the Kurdish Democratic
Union Party (PYD) and its People’s
Protection Units (YPG) militia. Pro-Kurdish
rebels in Syria had earlier said that they had
been the target of Turkish air strikes
Saturday morning, which followed shelling
late on Thursday. 

“Turkish jets have this morning bom-

barded our positions in southern Jarabulus
and the Til-Emarne village,” said the
Jarabulus Military Council which is linked
to the pro-Kurdish Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) dominated by the YPG. “With
this aggression, a new conflict period will
begin in the region,” it said. A monitoring
group and Kurdish sources have also said
Kurdish-backed fighters clashed with
Turkish tanks on the Syrian side of the bor-
der on Sunday.

Turkey sees the YPG and PYD as “terror
groups” intent on carving out an
autonomous Kurdish region in Syria
although the United States works with
them in the fight against IS. Ankara says
that the YPG has failed to stick to a promise
made by its US allies that the militia would
move back east across the Euphrates fol-
lowing the seizure of the town of Manbij
from IS earlier this month. — AFP 

Israel court postpones hearing for UN worker

Beersheba, Israel : Palestinian Waheed Borsh (C), a UN Development Programme employee in
Gaza who is accused of aiding the Islamist movement Hamas, looks on during his indictment
at a district court in the southern Israeli city. — AFP 
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