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CAIRO: In 2011, activist Esraa Abdel-
Fattah helped ignite revolution on the
streets of Egypt and was nominated for a
Nobel Peace Prize. Five years after the
fall of autocrat Hosni Mubarak, she is
shunned or insulted by Egyptians on
those same streets. “They say I am a trai-
tor and foreign agent and that we are
the people who destroyed the country. I
hear it when I am passing people in the
streets,” said Abdel-Fattah. “Some people
still  ask “what was wrong with
Mubarak?”.

Abdel-Fattah and a small circle of fel-
low activists were once seen by many in
Egypt as the best hope for an end to cor-
ruption and repression and the dawning
of an era of free speech and respect for
citizens by the state. Nowadays, she cuts
a lonely figure in her small apartment,
hoping Egyptians will rise up again to
demand democracy despite the fiercest
crackdown on dissent in the country’s
modern history.

“I don’t know if people will take to the
streets tomorrow, or next year, or the fol-
lowing year,” the 37-year-old journalist
told Reuters at her home in the Sheikh
Zayed suburb of Cairo. “The revolution is
people demanding freedom, bread, jus-
tice, and dignity. People will  keep
demanding them.” Abdel-Fattah helped
organise the demonstrations that began
on January 25 and ended Mubarak’s 30-
year rule 18 days later, only to see Egypt
return to what human rights groups call
an authoritarian state after years of
upheaval.

The Muslim Brotherhood was elected
after Mubarak’s departure. A year later
the Islamist movement was overthrown
by then military chief Abdel Fattah Al-
Sisi, following mass protests against its
turbulent rule. Esraa Abdel-Fattah had
co-founded the April 6 Youth Movement,
which became a driving force of the
2011 street protests. Known as
“Facebook Girl”, she and other social

media activists launched a web page
that urged young people to join a strike
to support workers in an industrial town.
She was arrested as a result but not held
for long.

Mass Arrests, Clampdown on Protests
Abdel-Fattah said it does not pay to

be as daring in Egypt under Sisi, who
went on to become elected president,
the latest man from the military to rule.
Security forces have arrested about
40,000 political activists, Islamists and
liberals alike, under Sisi, human rights
groups estimate. Protesting without
police permission is a crime, a clearer
penalty than the situation during
Mubarak’s rule, one of the reasons
Abdel-Fattah gives for not planning any
demonstrations for the foreseeable
future.

About 300 people gathered in Cairo’s
Tahrir Square yesterday, not to celebrate
the instigators of the revolt that over-

threw Mubarak but to praise the police
who tried to stop them. Many Egyptians,
craving stability after years of political
turmoil, backed Sisi’s crackdown on
Mursi’s followers, described by the gov-
ernment as an effort to stamp out
Islamist militant terrorists. “Anyone who
protests is locked up. Even people who
write their opinions on Facebook or
Twitter are questioned about their writ-
ings,” she said.

The powerful state media brands
Abdel-Fattah and others who were
instrumental in the 2011 demonstra-
tions “Enemies of Egypt”. Those who are
not behind bars feel like pariahs. Abdel-
Fattah has not lost hope, however. “No
one in the world knew that the revolu-
tion of January 25, 2011 would look like
it did. I see in the eyes of younger gener-
ations the idea and dream of a revolu-
tion is still there,” she said. “I am ready to
play any role, big or small, to complete
this revolution, I could be jailed for a

tweet, or anything I write.”
She believes the relentless pressure

on government opponents will ultimate-
ly backfire and generate new calls for
freedoms. “This can’t go on, the widen-
ing of detentions of the innocents. You
have families that are destroyed,” said
Abdel-Fattah. “We also have people who
are arrested without charge. They can
stay in jail up to three or four years. I
don’t believe this can go on. The revolu-
tion lives inside us. It will come,” she said.

She does not need to look far for a
reminder that Sisi appears firmly in
control.  Beside her is  a handmade
poster given to her by friends to cheer
her up. It reads: “Let Esraa Fly”. Pro-
government Egyptians say she and
other activists received funds from
abroad to incite protests and conspire
against the state. They deny the allega-
tions, which have not been tested in
court, but Abdel-Fattah is banned from
leaving Egypt. —Reuters 

Hero of Egypt uprising still hopes for change

Diplomats push for new 

Syria talks despite delay

Opposition threatens boycott
BEIRUT/GENEVA: The United Nations said yes-
terday it would issue invitations for marathon
Syrian peace talks to begin this week, but oppo-
sition groups signalled they would stay away
unless the government and its Russian allies halt
air strikes and lift sieges on towns. The first talks
in two years to end the Syrian civil war were
meant to begin yesterday but have been held up
in part by a dispute over who should represent
the opposition to President Bashar Al-Assad. UN
envoy Staffan de Mistura said he was still work-
ing on his list, and expected to issue the invita-
tions today for talks to start on Friday.

The aim would be six months of talks, first
seeking a ceasefire, later working towards a
political settlement to a war that has killed more
than 250,000 people, driven more than 10 mil-
lion from their homes and drawn in global pow-
ers. The ceasefire would cover the whole country
except parts held by Islamic State militants and
Al-Qaeda’s Syrian branch, the Nusra Front, de
Mistura told a news conference in Geneva.

De Mistura, whose two predecessors quit in
apparent frustration after holding failed peace
conferences of their own, acknowledged the
going would be difficult. Delegations would
meet in separate rooms in “proximity talks”, with
diplomats shuttling between them. Threats to
pull out should be expected. “Don’t be surprised:
there will be a lot of posturing, a lot of walk-outs
or walk-ins because a bomb has fallen or some-
one has done an attack.... You should neither be
depressed nor impressed, but it’s likely to hap-
pen,” he said. “The important thing is to keep
momentum.”

The spokesman for one of the rebel groups in
the opposition High Negotiating Committee
(HNC) said it was impossible for the opposition
to attend as long as rebel territory is being
pounded by air strikes and besieged towns are
being starved. “It is impossible to give up any of
our demands. If we attend, it’s as if we are selling
our martyrs,” said Abu Ghiath Al-Shami,
spokesman for Alwiyat Seif al-Sham, one of the
groups fighting against Assad’s forces in the
southwest.

US Secretary of State John Kerry said he
expected clarity within a day or two over who
would attend, and expressed support for de
Mistura’s decision to take time to draw up the
list. “We don’t want to decide and have it crum-
ble on day one.  It’s worth taking a day or two, or
three, or whatever,” Kerry said during a visit to
Laos. The outcome was up to the Syrian parties,
he added: “They have to be serious. If they are
not serious, war will continue.  Up to them. You
can lead a horse to water; you can’t make it
drink.”

Russian Intervention
Years of high-level diplomacy have so far

yielded no progress towards ending or even

curbing the fighting. Since the last peace confer-
ence was held in early 2014, Islamic State fight-
ers have declared a caliphate across much of
Syria and Iraq, and the war has drawn in world
powers. The United States has led air strikes
against the militants since 2014, and Russia
launched a separate air campaign nearly four
months ago against enemies of its ally Assad.

Russian firepower has helped the Syrian mili-
tary and its allies achieve military gains, includ-
ing a major push in the northwest of the country
in recent days, with rebels acknowledging a turn
in momentum. The rise of Islamic State and
Russia’s entry into the war have given new impe-
tus to diplomacy, leading to a Dec 18 UN
Security Council resolution, backed by
Washington and Moscow, that called for peace
talks.

But world powers remain at odds over who
should be invited. Russia says opposition figures
it calls terrorists must be excluded, and wants to
include groups like the Kurds who control wide
areas of northern Syria. Regional heavyweight
Turkey opposes inviting the Kurds. The main
Sunni Arab opposition groups, who are support-
ed by Arab governments and the West, say they
will not attend unless they can choose their own
delegation. Spokesman Salim Al-Muslat said the
opposition HNC would discuss its position on
Tuesday.

The HNC, formed in Saudi Arabia last month
and grouping armed and political opponents of
Assad, has repeatedly said talks cannot begin
until air strikes are halted, government sieges of
rebel-held territory lifted and detainees freed,
steps outlined in the UN resolution.
“Unfortunately, it is not possible to sit and talk to
anyone without the suffering being lifted first,”
Muslat said on Arabic news channel Arabiya al-

Hadath.

Suicide Bombing
The peace conference, if it takes place, will be

the third since the war began and the first con-
vened by de Mistura, a veteran diplomat with
dual Swedish and Italian nationality. All previous
diplomatic efforts foundered over the future role
of Assad, with the opposition refusing to back
off its demand that he leave power and the pres-
ident refusing to go. A suicide bomber driving a
fuel tank truck blew himself up at a checkpoint
run by the Islamist rebel group Ahrar al-Sham in
the northern city of Aleppo yesterday, killing at
least 23 people, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights monitoring group said.

Rebel forces lost the town of Rabiya in Latakia
province over the weekend, their second major
setback near the Turkish border in northwestern
Syria in recent weeks as the government and
Russia seek to cut rebel supply lines to Turkey.
“It’s a major pullback for us, but it is not over. We
have 17 martyrs and 30 wounded. And none of
the injuries are from bullets: it is all due to shrap-
nel from missiles, proof of how we are struggling
to fend off Russian air strikes,” Firas Pasa, a leader
of an ethnic Turkmen rebel group told Reuters in
Gaziantep, Turkey, near the border. “If the West
wants us to defeat Syrian government forces
then we urgently need anti-aircraft capabilities,”
he said.

A member of Ahrar al-Sham, Abu Baraa Al-
Lathkani, said the rebels had abandoned the
strategy of trying to hold territory and were
shifting to guerrilla tactics. The Syrian military, its
morale running high, is planning the next phase
of its offensive in northern Syria. The coming tar-
get is Idlib, a rebel stronghold, said a military
source. — Reuters 

GENEVA: UN Syria envoy Staffan De Mistura gestures during a press conference on efforts to
restart peace talks during a press conference at the United Nations yesterday. — AFP 

TUNIS: Tunisian policemen wave the national flag and shout slogans during a
demonstration outside the Carthage Palace yesterday. — AFP 

CARTHAGE, Tunisia: Hundreds of police
staged a protest yesterday outside Tunisia’s
presidential palace to demand a pay rise, in
the latest sign of the country’s economic
and social woes. “We are defending our
homeland but also our rights” and “Our
accounts are in the red” chanted demon-
strators, wearing civilian clothes rather
than their uniforms, outside the palace in
Carthage on the outskirts of Tunis.

Presidential guards, who lost 12 of their
colleagues in a November bombing
claimed by the Islamic State jihadist group,
did not join the protest but wore black
armbands in solidarity. The demonstration
was organized “after the failure of negotia-
tions with the government on salary
increases”, Riadh Rezgui, spokesman for
Tunisia’s domestic security services’ union,
told AFP. A government official who took
part in the negotiations has said the cost of
the pay increases demanded by police
would amount to one bill ion dinars

($480,000).
The police officers’ union says that

wages have not kept pace with inflation.
Authorities appealed for patience after
protests against poverty and unemploy-
ment in several towns last week - in what
was the worst social unrest in Tunisia since
the 2011 revolution. Yesterday, the interior
ministry eased an overnight nationwide
curfew imposed on Friday by two hours,
meaning it will now last from 10:00 pm
until 5:00 am, instead of starting at 8:00
pm.

While Tunisia is hailed as a rare success
story of the Arab Spring uprisings, authori-
ties have failed to redress the economy or
resolve the problems of social exclusion
and regional inequalities. Apart from the
political turmoil of the past five years which
has handicapped the economy, the North
African country also faces jihadist violence
that has devastated its vital tourism indus-
try. — AFP 
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ANKARA: EU foreign affairs chief Federica
Mogherini yesterday expressed confidence
Turkey would soon receive a package of
three billion euros ($3.2 billion) for mainly
Syrian refugees, despite a delay of almost
two months since the funds were agreed.
Mogherini, leading a high-level delegation
to Ankara for talks with the Turkish leader-
ship, said discussions were ongoing on the
disbursement of the funds but played down
reports they were being held up by dis-
agreements. The financial aid is the centre-
piece of a deal agreed with Ankara on Nov
29 for the EU to step up support for Syrian
and other refugees in Turkey in exchange
for the Turkish authorities cutting the illegal
flow of migrants to Europe.

“The talks are ongoing, I am very much
confident that the amount that was decided
wil l  be there in a reasonable t ime,”
Mogherini said after talks with Turkish min-
isters in Ankara. Media reports have sug-
gested that Italian Prime Minister Matteo
Renzi, in particular, was blocking the dis-
bursement of  the funds to Turkey.  But
Mogherini said she wanted to play down
“this dramatic approach” over the issue,
emphasizing that the funds were “not pock-
et money”. “We are doing the preparatory
work for spending this money in an appro-
priate way. Because again it’s not pocket
money, it’s money that goes to projects,” she

said. “The commission is carrying out all the
assessments of the needs and projects,”
Mogherini said.

Turk ish Foreign Minister  Mevlut
Cavusoglu sought to also urge calm over
the delay, saying: “We don’t take it personal-
ly.” “But any delay is affecting daily life of the
refugees, schooling and medical needs,” he
added. Turkey is currently playing host to at
least 2.2 million refugees from the almost
five year conflict in Syria and has repeatedly
complained that the West failed to provide
adequate financial help. But Brussels now
wants to encourage Turkey to keep the
refugees inside its territory, after hundreds
of thousands of migrants crossed into the
EU in 2015, creating tensions in EU societies.

The November deal  also gave new
momentum to Turkey’s years-long push to
become a member of the EU, which had
long been held by disputes over Cyprus and
human r ights.  Mogherini ,  a long with
Enlargement Commissioner Johannes Hahn
and Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid
Christos Stylianides, were later due to hold
talks with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
EU officials have expressed disappointment
the November deal has not led to a notice-
able reduction in the numbers of migrants
crossing the Aegean Sea from Turkey, with
boats still arriving on the Greek islands daily
despite the winter weather. —AFP 
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ANKARA: Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (right) European Union’s
Foreign Policy Chief Federica Mogherini and EU Commissioner for Enlargement
Johannes Hahn speak after a joint news conference yesterday. — AP 

SANAA: The Yemeni prime minister and his
Cabinet returned yesterday to the volatile
southern port city of Aden, months after he
was targeted in a suicide bombing that
forced them to leave the country. Khaled
Bahah’s return is aimed at establishing a
permanent government presence in Aden,
officials in his office said, even as the coun-
try is torn apart by civil war. The officials
didn’t provide more information. Yemen
has been torn by conflict since 2014, when
Shiite rebels known as Houthis and allied
with a former president captured large
swaths of the country, including the capital,
Sanaa, which they took in September that
year. In March 2015, a coalition of mainly
Gulf Arab countries led by Saudi Arabia
launched airstrikes against the Houthis and

later, a ground operation to retake back
ground from the rebels. More than 5,800
people have been killed and over 80 per-
cent of Yemen’s population is in dire need
of food, water and other aid, according to
the United Nations. 

Also yesterday, a missile fired by the
Saudi-led coalition killed a judge and his
entire family - eight people in all  -  in
Sanaa’s neighborhood of Nahda, security
officials said. The judge was a known
Houthi supporter. And in the northern Jawf
province, more than 20 fighters on both
sides of the Yemeni conflict died in fierce
clashes, security and tribal officials said. All
officials spoke on condition of anonymity
because they aren’t authorized to speak to
reporters. — AP 

Yemen PM returns to Aden

SANAA: Yemenis walk past the site of a Saudi-led airstrike that targeted a building in
the Yemeni capital yesterday. — AFP 

15-year terms added 
for Bahrain mutineers

DUBAI: A court in Bahrain yesterday added 15-year jail
terms to the sentences of 57 Shiite inmates involved in
a prison mutiny, a judicial source said. The inmates
were convicted of rioting and mutiny following unrest
last March at Jaw prison south of the capital Manama,
the source said. The charges included “disobeying
orders and forcing guards out of the prisoners’ build-
ings” and then “destroying furniture, air conditioners
and security cameras”, the source said. Security forces
finally stormed the buildings and clashed with the riot-
ing prisoners, resulting in casualties among police and
inmates, the source added. Al-Wasat newspaper said
the defendants were also fined a total of 508,187
dinars ($1.35 million). 

News
I n  b r i e f

Israeli guards kill 
two Palestinians 

JERUSALEM: Two Palestinians stabbed two women yes-
terday at a grocery in an Israeli settlement of the West
Bank before being shot dead, police and medics said, in
the latest in nearly four months of attacks. Israel’s military
said two pipe bombs were also found in the area and were
being defused. One of the women, 23, was said by Israeli
medics to be in critical condition after the incident in Beit
Horon settlement, northwest of Jerusalem. The other, a 58-
year-old, was in moderate condition. The two Palestinians
were shot dead by security guards, Israeli police said,
adding one was in his early 20s and the other a teenager.
The attack was the third inside a West Bank settlement
since Jan 17, when an Israeli woman was stabbed to death
at the entrance to her home in Otniel.


