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TRIPOLI: Two months after his dramatic
arrival in Libya’s capital, Fayez Al-Sarraj’s
unity government has won international
support but had little impact inside a
divided country plagued by militants,
analysts say. The head of the Government
of National Accord sailed into Tripoli
under naval escort on March 30 in defi-
ance of a militia alliance that has been in
control of the capital since August 2014,
after it refused to let him fly in.

His arrival sparked hopes of a way out
of the political, security and economic
crises that have gripped Libya since the
2011 revolution that ousted longtime dic-
tator Muammar Gaddafi. But confined to
the naval base where it receives visiting
foreign ministers, the UN-backed GNA
has yet to draw up any clear roadmap for
ending Libya’s anarchy and expelling
jihadists from their strongholds.

Its targets of restoring peace and
healing divisions born of five years of
conflict are being stymied by a rival
government in the east that refuses to
cede power until a repeatedly delayed
vote of confidence in Libya’s elected
parliament from which it takes its own
legitimacy. The rival administration,
which itself had international recogni-

tion before the rise of Sarraj, controls
eastern Libya through militias and units
of the national army loyal to controver-
sial General Khalifa Haftar, a sworn
opponent of the GNA.

For Mattia Toaldo, a Libya specialist
with the European Council on Foreign
Relations, the GNA has already lost a
“precious two months” with its failure to
secure a vote of confidence. “While he
has received several foreign delegations
and made visits abroad, he (Sarraj) is
invisible inside Libya,” said Toaldo. Sarraj
“has not found the time - nor the
courage - to address the east of the
country. It’s not a question of lacking
the military strength, but rather absence
of political will and... political initiative”.

Othman Ben Sassi, a former member
of the revolution-era National
Transitional Council,  said “the only
achievement of this (GNA) government
has been the fact that it has won inter-
national support”. On the ground, “it’s
the militias, as before, that control the
situation. As for the unity government, it
doesn’t control anything,” he said.

East-West Divide 
The task facing Sarraj, a 56-year-old

political newcomer, is “extremely fragile”,
according to Kader Abderrahim, a spe-
cialist on Islamism at the Paris-based
Institute for International and Strategic
Affairs. “It’s imperative that a formal vote
(of confidence) be held to head off chal-
lenges to his legitimacy,” said
Abderrahim. He must “firstly gather
Libyans around a joint project, ensure
their security and undertake negotia-
tions with the different militias to lay
down their arms. This process could take
several months,” he said.

On the military front, the GNA con-
trols several airports and has militias
and army units based in the western
region of Misrata, equipped with tanks
and warplanes, under its command. But
the east-west divide rules out any uni-
fied control of Libya’s porous borders
through which hundreds of thousands
of sub-Saharan Africans pour in in
search of a better l ife across the
Mediterranean in Europe. And although
Libya holds Africa’s richest oil reserves,
the economy poses a huge challenge
for the GNA faced with spiralling food,
transportation and medical costs since
the start of 2016.

With the Muslim fasting month of

Ramadan starting in early June, food
shortages and power cuts at a time of
rising summertime temperatures will
only serve to heighten the perception
among ordinary Libyans of “Sarraj gov-
ernment failings”, according to Toaldo.
Internationally,  the GNA secured a
Western pledge at a May 16 meeting in

Vienna to ease the arms embargo in
place since Libya’s revolution to battle
the Islamic State jihadist group. But for
Abderrahim, “Libyans are fed up with
Western interference in their affairs
and the fact that they have literally
imposed Fayez al-Sarraj can only be
damaging for him.” — AFP 

Unity govt struggles to make impact in Libya

TRIPOLI: This file photo taken on March 30, 2016 shows Libya’s UN-backed
Prime Minister-designate Fayez Al-Sarraj speaking during a press conference in
the capital. — AFP 

Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga fighters fire an antitank cannon on the frontline near Hasan Sham village, some 45 km east of the city of Mosul, during
an operation aimed at retaking areas from the Islamic State group yesterday. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Elite Iraqi troops were poised yester-
day to assault one of the Islamic State group’s
most emblematic bastions, Fallujah, as the
jihadists counterattacked in both Iraq and
neighboring Syria. The fighting prompted a new
exodus of thousands of desperate civilians and
deep concern for the many more trapped in the
battlegrounds. The overall commander of the
Fallujah operation, Abdelwahab Al-Saadi, said
Saturday it was a matter of hours before the
Counter-Terrorism Service (CTS) entered the city.

The week-old operation has so far focused on
retaking villages and rural areas around Fallujah,
which lies just 50 km west of Baghdad. “I won’t
tell you hours but the breach of Fallujah will
happen very soon,” Hadi Al-Ameri, a senior com-
mander in the Hashed al-Shaabi paramilitary
force, told Iraqi television. CTS’s involvement will
mark the start of a phase of urban combat in a
city where US forces in 2004 fought some of
their toughest battles since the Vietnam War.

The jihadists were also under pressure from
Kurdish fighters east of their northern Iraqi
stronghold Mosul and from US-backed Kurdish-
led fighters in Syria. Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish
region on Sunday announced the launch of a
pre-dawn offensive involving 5,500 peshmerga
fighters to retake an area on the road between
its capital Arbil and Mosul. “This is one of the
many shaping operations expected to increase
pressure on ISIL (IS) in and around Mosul in
preparation for an eventual assault on the city,”
the Kurdistan Region Security Council said in a
statement. Ten hours into the operation, which
was launched a day after a wave of 12 coalition
air strikes in the area, Kurdish forces had fully
retaken three villages, it said. In Syria, Kurdish
rebels from the People’s Protection Units (YPG)
allied to Arab fighters and backed both on the
ground and in the air by the US-led coalition,
were targeting Raqa, IS’s de-facto Syrian capital.

Civilians Bear the Brunt 
IS countered in both countries where they

declared their “caliphate” in 2014, attacking non-
jihadist rebels in Syria as well as the Iraqi town of
Heet, which the army recaptured just last month.
“An attack by Daesh (IS) terrorists on several
parts of Heet was thwarted... Now the whole
area is under control,” the Joint Operations
Command said in a statement. It said coalition
aircraft targeted IS forces during the attack and
added that pockets of jihadists remained. “Daesh
attacked Heet to ease the pressure on their

fighters inside Fallujah, especially following the
announcement that CTS had arrived,” the state-
ment said.

In northern Syria, the jihadists have launched
an offensive against the towns of Marea and
Azaz that threatens to overrun the last swathe of
territory in the east of Aleppo province held by
non-jihadist rebels. It would also bring IS to the
doorstep of the Kurdish enclave of Afrin. As the
fighting raged on multiple fronts, civilians were
once again bearing the brunt of the conflict. At
least 29 civilians have been killed since IS began
the assault in Aleppo province early on Friday,
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said.
More than 6,000 civilians fled into the country-
side, it said. 

Northwest of Azaz, a senior nurse said late
Saturday that a hospital supported by Doctors
Without Borders (MSF) was closed except for

emergencies. MSF said on Friday it was evacuat-
ing patients and staff from the hospital in
Salamah town as it was just three kilometres
from the frontline. In Iraq, only a few hundred
families managed to slip out of the Fallujah area,
with an estimated 50,000 people still trapped
inside the city proper.

According to the Norwegian Refugee Council,
around 3,000 people have managed to escape
the Fallujah area since May 21. The biggest wave
so far arrived on Saturday night, NRC said, but a
larger influx could be triggered when the urban
battle between CTS and IS begins in earnest.
“Our resources in the camps are now very
strained and with many more expected to flee
we might not be able to provide enough drink-
ing water for everyone,” said Nasr Muflahi, NRC’s
Iraq director. “We expect bigger waves of dis-
placement the fiercer the fighting gets.” — AFP 
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for Fallujah assault
Thousands flee IS offensive in northern Syria

TEHRAN: Moderate conservative Ali
Larijani retained the speakership of Iran’s
parliament yesterday despite major gains
for reformists in February elections, bene-
fiting from credit gained by his support for
last year’s nuclear deal. Several lawmakers
from the reformist camp broke ranks to
vote against the head of their own List of
Hope, Mohammad Reza Aref, who lost by
103 votes to 173. February’s election was
widely seen as a referendum on last July’s
nuclear deal with world powers led by the
United States, the signature policy of mod-
erate President Hassan Rouhani.

Larijani’s support for its passage
through parliament kept him out of the
fierce debate that saw a string of hardline
opponents of the agreement lose their
seats. Reformists took 133 of the 290 seats
in parliament. That fell short of a majority
but it was more than the conservatives’ 125
seats. The remaining seats are held by inde-
pendents and representatives of religious
minorities who are expected to give
Rouhani a working majority to pass key
reform legislation that eluded him in the
outgoing conservative-dominated parlia-
ment. Several leading reformists broke
ranks to endorse Larijani in the run-up to
the speakership contest. “Larijani can better
direct parliament than Aref,” Gholam
Hossein Karbaschi,  the leader of one
reformist faction, the Construction Party,
told the Shargh newspaper on Tuesday.
Reformist former health minister Massoud
Pezeshkian was elected first deputy speak-
er. Two other reformists were also elected
to parliament’s 12-member governing
board. Both are Sunni, a first since the
Islamic revolution of 1979 ushered in Iran’s
Shiite theocracy.

Larijani, who turns 58 on June 3, is the
scion of a famed Shiite clerical family and
a regime veteran. He was a prominent fig-
ure in the elite Revolutionary Guards dur-
ing the 1980-88 war with Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq and served as state broad-
casting chief from 1994 to 2005. He stood
unsuccessfully against hardliner
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad for the presiden-
cy in 2005 and two years later resigned as
secretar y of the Supreme National
Security Council in protest at his policies

which triggered an economically crippling
showdown with the West.

Praise from President 
Rouhani himself praised Larijani and his

support for the nuclear deal in an address
to the opening session of parliament on
Saturday. “We need interaction to solve the
problems and crises of the country,” he said,
adding that February’s poll gains for his
supporters were a vote for an end to inter-
national sanctions imposed over Iran’s
nuclear program and an improved stan-
dard of living. Rouhani is president but ulti-
mate power in Iran rests with supreme
leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei who called
on the new parliament to remain faithful to
the principles of the Islamic revolution that
saw relations with Washington ruptured in
1980. Using the term “arrogance” first
coined to refer to the United States by his
predecessor, revolutionary leader Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, Khamenei urged law-
makers to be wary of its schemings.

“It is the revolutionary and legal duty of
you to make the parliament a stronghold
against the schemes, charms and impu-
dently excessive demands of the arro-
gance,” he said in a message read to the
packed opening session. Khamenei has
said repeatedly that the nuclear deal with
Washington, which he finally endorsed,
was a one-off and that it should not lead to
a generalized rapprochement with the
West. Despite their heavy defeat in
February’s elections, hardline opponents of
the nuclear deal still control most of the
principal levers of power in the Islamic
republic. On Tuesday, Ayatollah Ahmad
Jannati, an archconservative who scraped
reelection at the ballot box in 16th place in
Tehran, was chosen by fellow clerics as
chairman of the Assembly of Experts, the
body that oversees Khamenei’s work. 

The assembly would also elect
Khamenei’s successor if the 76-year-old dies
during its eight-year term. Jannati already
chairs the Guardian Council, the body
which vets all candidates for public office in
Iran and has a veto over all legislation. The
council sparked controversy in February’s
election by disqualifying thousands of
hopefuls, most of them reformists. — AFP 

Larijani reelected speaker 

despite gains by reformists

TEHRAN: Iran’s re-elected Parliament speaker Ali Larijani (center) is congratulated
by MPs following the announcement of the results during a parliament session
yesterday. — AFP 

New Turkey PM wins 

vote of confidence 
ANKARA: Turkey’s new government led
by a staunch al ly of  President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan easily passed a confi-
dence vote in the country’s parliament
yesterday, the speaker announced after
the vote. Binali Yildirim, who replaced
Ahmet Davutoglu as prime minister last
week, was backed by 315 parliamentari-
ans while 138 voted against, parliament
speaker Ismail Kahraman said after the
ballot. Yildirim described his new admin-
istration as “the government of 79 million
Turks” in a short speech to parliament fol-
lowing the vote,  promising to “take
democracy even further”.

The new government takes office amid

opposition accusations that Erdogan is
attempting to rule like a dictator by
enhancing his own power. “We are
opposed to a presidentialization of the sys-
tem. The country cannot be sacrificed to
the ambitions of one man,” Levent Gok of
the opposition Republican People’s Party
(CHP) said earlier in the week. The ruling
AKP party will now seek a “mini-revision” to
the constitution that would allow Erdogan
to become a “party-affiliated president”
instead of remaining non-partisan. Yildirim,
60, has also made no secret of his enthusi-
asm for a system change in Turkey that
would restrict the powers of the prime min-
ister and bolster the presidency. — AFP 

AMMAN: Jordan’s King Abdullah appointed
veteran politician Hani Mulqi as caretaker
prime minister yesterday after dissolving par-
liament as its four-year term nears its end,
and charged him with organizing new elec-
tions by October. The king accepted the res-
ignation of Prime Minister Abdullah Ensour
before appointing Mulqi by royal decree.
Mulki has held senior government posts in
successive administrations. Under the consti-
tutional rules the election must be held with-
in four months.

Jordan traditionally votes according to
tribal and family allegiances but parliament
amended the electoral laws in March in a
move government sources and political ana-
lysts say will lead to more candidates from
political parties vying for votes. The analysts
say the tribal lawmakers who dominated the
last parliament had tried to resist changes
which might undermine their influence,
under a system that still favours sparsely pop-
ulated tribal areas which benefit most from
state patronage.

Jordan’s main political opposition comes
from the Muslim Brotherhood movement but
it faces increasing legal curbs on its activities,
leaving mostly pro-monarchy parties and

some independent Islamists and politicians
to compete in these elections, the political
analysts  say.  The Brotherhood,  wants
sweeping political reforms but stops short
of demanding the overthrow of the monar-
chy in Jordan.

Its political arm in Jordan, the Islamic
Action Front, represents many disenfran-
chised Jordanians of Palestinian origin, who
are in the majority in the population of seven
million and live mostly in urban areas.
Analysts say it could be difficult for the
Brotherhood, which has operated legally in
Jordan for decades, to participate in the elec-
tion after the authorities closed many of its
offices and encouraged a splinter group to
legally challenge the main movement’s
licence to operate.

Western diplomats and independent politi-
cians say the absence of the group, which has
strong grassroots support in urban centres,
could undermine the legitimacy of the elec-
tion. Western donors have pushed Jordan’s
authorities to widen political representation to
stem radicalization among alienated and
unemployed young people in poor overcrowd-
ed areas. Hundreds of them have already
joined jihadists in Syria and Iraq. — Reuters 
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