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ISTANBUL: EU and Turkish leaders yester-
day sought to turn into a lasting accord a
plan on easing Europe’s migrant crisis
hailed as a game-changer by Ankara and
Brussels but swiftly criticized by the UN’s
refugee chief.

The day after agreeing the tentative
plan following late night talks in Brussels,
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
was to discuss how it could work in a cru-
cial meeting with his Greek counterpart
Alexis Tsipras. The EU is wooing Turkey-
used by over one million migrants in the
last year as a springboard for reaching the
bloc-as the key player in helping ease
Europe’s worst migrant crisis since World
War II. The talks in Brussels were expected
to be tough but Davutoglu upped the ante
by bringing additional Turkish demands to
the table-such as accelerated visa liberal-
ization-as well as offering more than EU
diplomats expected. But after hours of
talks, EU president Donald Tusk described
the outcome as a “breakthrough” and said
he would now work on the legal details to
reach a final deal at a European summit in
Brussels on March 17-18.

A key pillar of the mooted deal was the
unexpected offer by Ankara to take back
every irregular migrant that crosses from
Turkey to the islands of EU member

Greece. In return, the EU would then reset-
tle one Syrian living in Turkey on its territo-
ry for every Syrian migrant it takes back
from Greece.

The hope is that the plan will eliminate
incentives for migrants to come to Greece
by boat, but it ran into swift opposition
from the head of the UN refugee agency
Filippo Grandi. “I’m deeply concerned
about any arrangement that would involve
the blanket return of anyone from one
country to another without spelling out
the refugee protection safeguards under
international law,” he told the European
Parliament. Rights group Amnesty
International said EU and Turkish leaders
had “sunk to a new low” and ridiculed the
notion that Turkey was a “safe country” to
which migrants could return. Iverna
McGowan, the head of Amnesty ’s
European Institutions Office, said “the idea
of bartering refugees” was “dangerously
dehumanizing.”

‘Historic meeting’ 
Davutoglu was due to meet Tsipras in

the Aegean port city of Izmir, with discus-
sions expected to focus on Turkey taking
back migrants who crossed from its shores
to Greece. “We will have a historic meeting
where we will have a decision to update

our readmission agreement so Turkey can
take in all migrants who do not have a
right to international protection,” Tsipras
said. Turkey and Greece signed a protocol
over the readmission of migrants in 2002
but it has rarely been activated and its use
could transform the refugee crisis. Tsipras
said that Turkey had come to the table at
the summit with “tempting proposals that
surprised many people”.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel-who
has been the strongest proponent of a
deal with Turkey-gave cautious support. “It
is a breakthrough if it becomes reality,” she
told reporters. Davutoglu said the one-for-
one Syrian refugee swap deal was “game-
changing” and denied that Turkey was
“demanding” money. As well as that offer,
Davutoglu surprised his counterparts by
asking for an extra three billion Euros ($3.3
billion) in aid and visa-free travel for Turks
to the bloc by June. European Commission
chief Jean-Claude Juncker also called the
plan a “real game changer”, insisting that it
was “legally feasible”.

‘EU split’ 
Turkey is the main launching point

migrants making the dangerous crossing
over the Aegean Sea to the Greek islands.
It hosts 2.7 million refugees from the five-

year civil war in neighboring Syria, more
than any other country.

For Turkey, perhaps the biggest gain
was the EU’s agreement to bring forward
to June visa-free travel to the EU’s
Schengen passport-free area for Turkey’s

75 million people, provided that Ankara
honors its promises. Davutoglu further
pushed for the opening of five more “chap-
ters” in Turkey’s long-drawn out EU acces-
sion process-so far it has only completed
one out of more than 30.  — AFP 

KUCUKKUYU: Women and children sit on a Turkish Coast guard boat near the
village of Kucukkuyu, in western Turkey yesterday after Turkish Coast guard
arrested a group of migrants and refugees as they tried to reach the Greek
island of Lesbos. — AFP 
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DAMASCUS: Thomas Webber stoops to check his
car for bombs every morning before heading out,
but the 71-year-old American has no plans to leave
Damascus, a city he has called home for more than
four decades. He is perhaps the last American not
of Syrian origin living in the capital, after the United
States closed its embassy and urged citizens to
leave the country in 2012. The Czech Embassy,
which has handled US interests since then, told him
to be careful.

“Foreigners were being kidnapped at the time,”
Webber says of the chaotic period four years ago. “I
guess I don’t look like a Syrian. I’m a little bit taller
than most.” At 6 feet 4 inches, he is a lot taller than
most, and his silver hair and bespoke suits - complete
with pocket squares - also make him stand out. But
the policemen at nearby checkpoints wave him on
with a smile, and he stands by his decision to stay.

“The Syrian people are just the most beautiful
people in the world,” he says. “There’s no way I’m
going to leave this country. They’re going to have to

carry me out.” He said that when the Czech Embassy
contacted him, urging him to leave, it told him he was
the last American not of Syrian origin still living in
Damascus. An official at the Czech embassy in
Damascus contacted by The Associated Press said he
could not confirm whether that was the case.

Chaotic early months 
Webber was born and raised in Orchard Park, New

York, a suburb of Buffalo. His father was a German rail-
yard master and his mother was a Polish nurse. He
flunked out of dental school, skipped the Vietnam
draft due to a technical error, and was living in
California when he was offered a job teaching science
at Damascus Community School, a private American
academy. “I said OK, and then headed to the public
library and got out an atlas,” he recalls.

He arrived in Damascus in 1975, and went on to
convert to Islam and marry a Syrian woman. Except
for a brief stint teaching in Iran, he has lived in Syria
ever since. Today he has three grown children, 11

grandchildren and a great grandchild living in various
countries. He visits them often, but always comes
home to Damascus.

Syria has been hostile to Israel and to US policies
in the region for as long as Webber has been there,
but thousands of Americans and other Westerners,
including diplomats, teachers, businesspeople and
clergy members, called it home. And the country was
a relatively safe destination for American tourists, stu-
dents and other visitors. That began to change in
2011, after Syrians rose up with mostly peaceful
protests demanding political change. President
Bashar Assad responded with a brutal crackdown, an
insurgency erupted, and soon the country was in the
grip of a full-blown civil war that has now killed more
than 250,000 people.

In the chaotic early months of the conflict foreign-
ers fled, fearing kidnappings and bombings. The gov-
ernment has maintained a tight grip on the capital,
with security checkpoints at almost every intersec-
tion, but insurgents have lobbed mortar rounds into
the city center from suburbs under their control. “One
hit about 3 meters in front of our door,” Webber said
calmly. “Wiped out seven cars.”

He and his wife began taking “strong precaution-
ary measures,” he said. “When I went out by myself I
told her where I was going, and same with her. When
I’m driving, I am very observant of cars around me.
We started doing a lot more things together, which is
good for our relationship,” he added cheerfully.

‘It’s part of my heart’
The security situation in the capital has improved

since then, and over the past week a US  and Russian-
brokered cease-fire has brought about the first major
lull in the fighting. On a recent day, Webber walked
up the stone steps of the botanical garden cafÈ in the
Old City, greeted the waiter and took a table on the
rooftop, which offers a panoramic view of the old
citadel. Nestled between the Barada River and the
entrance to the famed Umayyad Mosque, the garden
offers birdsong and quiet tranquility in the heart of a
busy city, and seems a world apart from the war.

Webber recently wrote about it on TripAdvisor,
where he is a level 6 contributor. He has written more
than 300 reviews on the site, trumpeting Syria’s
famed restaurants and attractions. “I have the choice
of any country, including America, and I choose to
stay here,” he says. “It’s part of my heart now.”

Many of his friends have left, and a landscaping
business he founded is suffering. But the exodus of
qualified teachers made it easy to get a part-time job
in the English department of a local high school.
Several times a week, Webber shares his love of
Charles Dickens with teenagers from the French-
speaking LycÈe Charles de Gaulle. “I feel 45 years old
again after a good day of teaching,” he said.

Most Damascenes place little stock in the cease-
fire, and fear the shelling may soon resume. But
Webber - ever the optimist - thinks the peace will
hold, and after spending four decades immersed in
Arab culture, he has taken on its belief in divine provi-
dence. “My wife agrees with me on this - when it’s
your time, it’s your time. I could leave school and slip
on a banana peel and die,” he said, folding his arms.
“It’s God’s will.” — AP 
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DAMASCUS: In this picture taken Thursday, Feb 25, 2016, Thomas Webber gives an English lesson to students at the Lycee Francais
Charles de Gaulle school. — AP  

WASHINGTON: An American air strike on a
Shebab training camp in Somalia killed more
than 150 fighters planning an imminent attack
on forces from the United States and its regional
allies, the Pentagon said Monday. While the US
military regularly conducts operations targeting
the Al-Qaeda-linked fighters in Somalia,
Saturday’s raid had a greater toll than all previ-
ous such US strikes combined.

The raids, which began in 2003, had killed
between 113 and 136 militants prior to the lat-
est operation, according to the New America
foundation. Captain Jeff Davis, a Pentagon
spokesman, said the strike on Camp Raso killed
fighters as they were completing “training for a
large-scale attack.” Warplanes and unmanned
drones were used in the strike, about 120 miles
north of Mogadishu. “We know they were going
to be departing the camp and they posed an
imminent threat to US and (African Union)
forces,” Davis said, noting that as many as 200
fighters had been using the camp. The US mili-
tary has a small and secretive presence in
Somalia, with a defense official estimating the
current number of American troops in the coun-
try on an advise-and-assist mission at 150.

After a relative calm in the Somali capital, the
Shebab have ramped up attacks in recent
months, taking advantage of the apathy of the
African Union’s AMISOM mission and the weak-
ness of Somalia’s central government. Davis said
the group had neared the completion of spe-
cialist training to conduct “offensive operations,”
declining to provide further details on the
assault the fighters were allegedly planning. 

“Their removal will degrade al-Shebab’s abili-
ty to meet the group’s objectives in Somalia,
which includes recruiting new members, estab-
lishing bases and planning attacks on US and
AMISOM forces there,” he said. The training
camp had been under surveillance for some
time ahead of the strike. “There was a sense that
the operational phase was about to happen,”
Davis said. Pentagon press secretary Peter Cook
said the strike was carried out in “self defense,”

but he did not provide any detail on the threat
the fighters may have posed. 

Attacks on the rise 
Shebab fighters have claimed responsibility

for a string of recent attacks, including a twin
bombing at a busy restaurant in the Somali city
of Baidoa last month. Also Monday, six people
were wounded when a laptop bomb exploded
at an airport in Somalia, police said, the second
such attack in recent weeks targeting passenger
aircraft.

The bomb exploded at a checkpoint in the
small central town of Beledweyne, some 200
miles (325 kilometers) north of the capital
Mogadishu, where last month Shebab insur-
gents claimed responsibility for a bomb attack
which ripped a hole in a passenger plane short-
ly after takeoff. No one immediately claimed
responsibility for the latest blast, which took
place at a checking area where security screen-
ing is carried out before cargo and bags are
loaded onto planes.

On January 15, Shebab fighters overran a
military outpost in El-Adde, southern Somalia,
manned by up to 200 Kenyan soldiers deployed
as part of the African Union peace-enforcement
mission, AMISOM. Kenya has refused to say how
many of its soldiers were killed in the attack.
Shebab fighters are targeting AMISOM because
in the absence of a functioning national army.
The 22,000-strong force is the only protector of
the internationally backed government the
jihadists are committed to overthrowing.

President Barack Obama’s administration
promised to publish in the coming weeks a
casualty count from the air raids it has con-
ducted since he took office in 2009. The toll is
due to list both combatants and civilians the
US believes were killed. Critics have con-
demned the lack of transparency on these
raids, often taking place in unstable countries
inhospitable to US forces like Pakistan, Somalia
and Yemen, where the United States is not offi-
cially at war. — AFP 
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DUBAI: Dozens of Shiite clerics called
yesterday for equality in Sunni-ruled
Bahrain, also insisting that there had nev-
er been a call for sectarianism by their
majority community in the Gulf king-
dom. A month-long Shiite-led uprising
rocked the small state in February 2011,
taking its cue from Arab Spring protests
and calling for political reforms.

But authorities quelled the protests,
backed by Saudi-led troops from Gulf
countries that accuse Shiite-dominated
Iran of meddling in Bahraini affairs.
“There was never, and there is not today,
a demand by the people or the ulema
(clerics) for a sectarian state... let alone a
one-sect state,” the 39 Shiite clerics said
in a statement.

“The people have always called for cit-
izenship equality... without any discrimi-
nation based on ethnicity, color, religion
or sect,” they said. The statement said the
people have the right to demand a ruling
system “based on a constitution that

does not sideline the will of the people”.
It also called for the right to have “free
elections” in which voters would elect a
“parliament with full powers, not con-
trolled by other authorities, and have a
say in choosing the government”.

Led by Sheikh Isa Qassim, the spiritual
leader of the main opposition Al-Wefaq
movement, the clerics also urged protec-
tion for the freedom to practice religious
rites. “This is a right no believers of any
faith can abandon,” they said. Sheikh Ali
Salman, the Al-Wefaq secretary general,
was given a four-year jail sentence last
June for inciting disobedience.

Tiny but strategic Bahrain, which con-
nected to regional Sunni powerhouse
Saudi Arabia by a causeway, lies across
the Gulf from Shiite Iran and is home to
the US Fifth Fleet. Despite the crack-
down on the 2011 uprising, protesters
continue to clash frequently with police
in Shiite villages outside the capital
Manama. — AFP 
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MOGADISHU: In this Thursday, Feb 17, 2011 file photo, Al-Shebab fighters
march with their weapons during military exercises. — AP  

PARIS: A radio campaign detailing harrowing
experiences and a call from President Francois
Hollande to “face up to harassment” show that
France still has much to do tackle the widespread
denial of violence against women. In one of the
radio spots that began airing at the weekend, a
woman identified as Anna describes how her hus-
band Louis came into the bathroom as she was
preparing to go to bed.

“He forced himself on me, he raped me. It was
the start of a nightmare for me. I was too afraid to
divorce, so I said nothing. But keeping silent for 30
years-no-one should have to go through that.”The
radio campaign has been organized by the
Feminist Collective Against Rape, who are hoping
victims who feel ashamed-or somehow to blame
for their own abuse-can be encourage to speak
out.

The group believes that in France more than
86,000 women a year are victims of rape or
attempted rape, but only 13 percent complain to
police and just one percent of those complaints
leads to a conviction. “Making people feel at ease
with expressing themselves is the first step,” said
Marie-France Casalis, one of the Collective’s lead-
ers. But due to the disparity between the number
of suspected offences and the number that go
punished, the group is calling for each complaint
to be systematically investigated.

It also wants sex attacks to be classed as a crime
and not merely an offence, which under French
law carries lighter penalties. In France, a rape-
defined as “any act of sexual penetration, regard-
less of its nature” that is committed “by violence,
constraint, threat or surprise” — is a crime punish-
able by up to 15 years in prison. That can rise to 20
years if there are aggravating circumstances, such
as rape by a partner, or the rape of a victim who is
pregnant or suffering from an illness.

A study on the perception of rape in France,
published last week by “Memoire traumatique et
victimologie”, a group that researches the psycho-
logical effects of violence, showed that worrying
stereotypes persist. For example, 24 percent of
French people believe a forced act of oral sex is a
sexual assault and not rape. Two out of five people
believe the responsibility of the rapist is lessened if
the victim is “seductive”. Another finding that pro-
voked particular concern was that a third of people
aged 18 to 24 believe that “women can get pleas-
ure from being forced during sexual intercourse”.

‘Sexist myth’ 
“The rule of silence, impunity and an absence

of recognition, as well as the abandoning of vic-
tims of sexual violence, still dominate,” said Muriel
Salmona, the head of the group that carried out
the research. To mark International Women’s Day
yesterday, President Hollande has taken to the
pages of a women’s magazine for the first time in
his four years in power to admit that harassment of
women is “scandalously trivialized” by French soci-
ety. He told Elle that verbal or physical harassment
of women was a “mass phenomenon which must
be faced up to because it attacks the very princi-
ples of living with others”. But is France really a
country where “the sexist myth of a naturally vio-
lent sexual masculinity” persists, as the study on
the perception of rape darkly concluded?

Francois de Singly, a sociologist, said: “Society
puts on a pedestal the notion of virility, which con-
tains a logic of the sort of violence you find in war,
in competition and in sexuality. And no-one dares
say that this virility should be condemned.” He
wants a rethink in the way boys are educated in
France because he believes that historically they
have been brought up to believe that “force is
legitimate”.  — AFP 
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