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Syrian state television broadcast images of a crowd of
civilians including women and children gathered around
green buses that it said had come to pick them up in
Masaken Hanano. One woman was shown pushing a
stroller and many others carried plastic bags on their heads
while bombardment could be heard in the distance. Yasser
Al-Youssef, from the rebel group Nureddin Al-Zinki, said
that opposition fighters were consolidating their positions
in Sakhur. “We are strengthening our positions to defend
the city and residents, but the aircraft are destroying every-
thing methodically, area by area,” he said, referring to a
regime campaign of air strikes on the city.

Sakhur lies on a stretch of just 1.5 km between west
Aleppo and Masaken Hanano, now both controlled by the
regime. If the regime did manage to take control of Sakhur,
east Aleppo would be split in two from north to south,
dealing a further blow to the armed opposition. Pro-gov-
ernment media reported that government forces contin-
ued their advance yesterday.

The latest regime push comes after days of intense
bombardment on the east, which has been pounded with
air strikes, shells and barrel bombs. On Saturday, dozens of
families fled Sakhur and Haidariya as regime raids and
artillery fire killed at least 18 civilians in several districts, the
Britain-based Observatory said. That took to 219 the overall
number of civilians killed, including 27 children, since the

government launched its latest assault on east Aleppo on
November 15. Rebel forces also intensified rocket attacks
on western districts overnight, killing at least four civilians
and wounding dozens, the Observatory said. Such attacks
have killed a total of 27 civilians since the offensive began,
among them 11 children. The United Nations has a plan to
deliver aid to Aleppo and evacuate the sick and wounded,
which rebel factions have approved but which Damascus
has not yet agreed. Guarantees are also needed from
regime ally Russia.

Once a commercial and industrial hub, Aleppo has seen
some of the worst fighting in Syria’s five-and-a-half-year
war. The conflict broke out in 2011 with the brutal repres-
sion of anti-government protests and has since evolved
into a complex war involving different factions and foreign
powers. Yesterday, the Turkish army said that 22 pro-Ankara
Syrian rebels were hit by a chemical gas attack from Islamic
State group jihadists in northern Syria.

The Turkish army is backing the Syrian fighters in an
unprecedented cross-border operation it says is target-
ing both IS and the Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG) militia, which it considers to be a “terrorist” group.
The YPG is a key component of a US-backed Arab-
Kurdish alliance that is fighting to oust IS from its de fac-
to Syria capital of Raqqa, after the jihadist group overran
large parts of Syria and Iraq in 2014. Syria’s war has killed
more than 300,000 people and displaced more than half
the population. — AFP 

Thousands flee regime advance in Aleppo
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In the first constituency, prominent losers included for-
mer Shiite MPs Faisal Al-Duwaisan, Hussein Al-Qallaf and
Yousef Al-Zalzalah. As a result, Shiite strength in this key
constituency dropped to four MPs compared to five previ-
ously. Former MP Abdulhameed Dashti was prevented
from contesting and remains outside the country.

Divisions within parts of the community impacted the
Shiite performance and reduced them from nine MPs in
the previous house to just six. At the same time, former
commerce minister Salah Khorshid and Khaled Al-Shatti,
both Shiites, managed to return. Other prominent figures
who lost include former MPs Kamel Al-Awadhi, Abdullah
Al-Turaiji, Ahmad Al-Mulaifi and Ahmad Al-Qudhaibi, all
Sunnis. This was more than compensated by impressive
wins by former MPs Abdullah Al-Roumi, Adel Al-Damkhi
and Osama Al-Shaheen.

The country’s three major Bedouin tribes - Awazem,
Mutair and Ajman - which normally had between 15 and
18 seats among them, managed only a meager seven
seats, their worst performance ever. At the same time,
smaller tribes made an unexpectedly strong showing, with
almost all small tribes represented. The Enezi tribe, which
normally has one or two seats, this time bagged four, and
tribes that usually never won seats have at least one each.

Jahra, which makes up almost a third of the fourth tribal
constituency, won six of the 10 seats in the district against
two to three seats normally. Mutair, the largest tribe in the
constituency which usually wins four to five seats, man-
aged only one, because too many Mutairi candidates split
the votes. In the fifth constituency, the Awazem and
Ajman used to win four seats each out of the available 10.
On Saturday, the Awazem only won a single seat, while the
Ajman bagged two.

The other main losers were pro-government Salafist
Islamists, who along with supporters had about 6-7 seats
in the previous house, but were reduced to nothing, with
figures like Ahmad Baqer, Omair, Humoud Al-Hamdan and
Ahmad Al-Azemi all losing. This is the strongest blow to
this group. The opposition-linked Salafists however

returned to the Assembly in an impressive manner, win-
ning five seats along with supporters. The Islamic
Constitutional Movement (ICM), the Muslim Brotherhood-
linked group, gave one of its best performances, winning
around six seats, while they only had one supporter in the
outgoing Assembly. 

Although the opposition and its allies made an impres-
sive showing, winning nearly half of the Assembly seats, a
number of key opposition figures lost. These include for-
mer MPs Mubarak Al-Waalan, Salem Al-Namlan, Hussein
Al-Mutairi and Hamad Al-Matar. The opposition’s perform-
ance and weight will depend on its unity and whether it
can form a formidable force in the Assembly.

The first litmus test will be the battle for the speaker’s
post. At least two figures - MP Shuaib Al-Muwaizri from the
opposition and veteran MP Abdullah Al-Roumi, also close
to the opposition, have already said they will compete
with outgoing speaker Marzouq Al-Ghanem. So Kuwait
appears at a crossroads: If the government fails to cooper-
ate with the opposition, it is tipped to witness a repeat of
the political crises of the past few years, but this can be
avoided if a cooperation formula is reached.

Analyst Dahem Al-Qahtani said the opposition had
made an “impressive showing”. “Kuwaiti voters have pun-
ished those who let them down... and rejected the austeri-
ty measures,” he told AFP. Qahtani said for the government
to prevent a standoff, it should make initiatives for cooper-
ation with the opposition. “If the government makes such
initiatives, it may succeed in striking a needed political bal-
ance and avoid disputes,” he said. “If not, confrontations
could start from day one,” Qahtani said.

“There are many issues that could spark disputes:
Economic measures, revoking of citizenships and others,”
political analyst Mohammad Al-Ajmi told AFP. Analyst
Ibrahim Al-Hadban said the election campaign had shown
that some of the decisions taken by the government were
not popular among citizens, including raising gasoline
prices. “MPs who were in the Assembly did not object to
these decisions. So, in my view, they were blamed and
punished,” Hadban, who teaches political science at Kuwait
University, told Reuters.

Tsunami of change dumps old guard...
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Today, all she has to provide is her passport, ID card or
entry visa into Qatar and a plane ticket home - or at least
enough cash to buy one. Once approved, she will have
seven days to leave.

Like all those leaving during the grace period,
Kalawani’s case is being processed by the Search and
Follow Up Department. Located on the southwestern
fringes of Doha, the department is surrounded by a
dusty car park, a few palm trees and the hum of one of
Qatar’s busiest highways. But the crowds of people out-
side, and a few packed suitcases propped up against a
wall, hint at something happening inside the unremark-
able looking building.

Through a small door marked “Reception”, about two
dozen people wait patiently to register. From there they
will pass to the much grander “Initial Proceedings Hall”, a
large tent complete with chandeliers and separate queu-
ing spaces for men and women. The tent buzzes with
activity. Ministry of Interior officers carry out background
checks and take all applicants’ fingerprints “for the
records”. “When we first started (the amnesty), it was like
100 people a day.  Now we are coming to the end, it’s
about 300 each day,” one officer says.

There is no official figure for how many “illegals” live
among Qatar’s 1.8 million migrant workforce. It is though
a highly sensitive subject. People approached by AFP pri-
or to visiting the department said they had been told not
to speak to the international media. Officials are wary as
Qatar has faced constant criticism of its treatment of
workers since winning the right to host the 2022 football
World Cup. The authorities point to labor reforms includ-

ing the impending end of the sponsorship rules and the
Wage Protection System which ensures workers get paid.

Officials say most of those who will take advantage of
the amnesty come from Asia, including Bangladesh,
Nepal and the Philippines. In the “Exit Hall”, where “illegals”
receive final approval to leave, is Sajad, from Kerala, India.
“I had some problems with my sponsor, salary and securi-
ty issues,” he says about his eight months outside the law.
He found out about the amnesty on Facebook - the
Ministry of Interior’s initial announcement was made on
social media and translated into 14 different languages. “I
am going to go home, inshallah (God willing). I am going
to go straight from here,” he says with a smile. He can buy
his plane ticket in the Qatar Airways office on site.

Less happy is a nearby Nigerian electrical technician.
He declines to give his name but says he was marked as
“absconded” after going home on holiday. While back in
Africa, a close relative died and he attended the funeral,
informed his bosses he would be late back to Doha - but
says his company told the authorities he had fled. When
he returned to Qatar, he was arrested and placed in
prison. “This is bad, very, very bad,” he says angrily. “This is
an embarrassment, the way they treat people. My compa-
ny should not have taken any action against me. I cannot
cope with this environment anymore.”

Ahmed Faram, a 42-year-old Nepalese driver, has spent
more than two years outside the law and is resigned to
leaving - but wants to return for work. “If it’s possible to
come back, I will come back, inshallah.” Others though
have little hope of ending their illegal status. A Pakistani
construction worker waiting outside the department says
his sponsor stole his passport and is demanding 10,000
riyals to return it. “I cannot go home,” he says. — AFP 

Qatar ‘illegals’ scramble to leave...
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Albert Mbanfu, executive director of the International
Center of Kentucky, a refugee resettlement agency in
Bowling Green, said he isn’t so sure Trump will follow
through on his threats. “Campaign rhetoric is completely
different from governing, and there are so many things
that we might say because we are in the heat of a cam-
paign, and when we get into the practicality of things, we
do it differently,” Mbanfu said. He added: “I believe we will
be fine.” 

Two Iraqi refugees who arrived in Bowling Green in
2009 were charged two years later with attempting to pro-
vide money and weapons to extremists in Iraq. Both are
serving prison sentences. The Migration Policy Institute, a
nonpartisan think tank in Washington, said that of the
784,000 refugees cleared for resettlement in the US since
9/11, only the two Iraqis in Bowling Green and a third man
from Uzbekistan were later arrested and accused of plan-
ning acts of violence.

In Rutland, the mayor sees accepting refugees not just

as a humanitarian gesture but as a way to boost the popu-
lation and inject energy into the city, which had a booming
marble-quarrying industry that was built on immigrant
labor from Europe in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The
local hospital, restaurants, ski resorts, contractors and other
employers have expressed interest in hiring the refugees,
Louras said.

Rutland’s population has dropped by about 700 since
the 2010 census, and the city has suffered from the surge in
heroin use that is hitting small-town America. Rutland has
been using a mixture of law enforcement, treatment and
neighborhood revitalization to fight the drug scourge with
some success. It has been helping to buy and seize drug
houses and either demolish them or renovate them for
new owners.

As preparation for the refugees continue, Morgan
Denehy, a Rutland County native who majored in Arabic
and spent two terms in college living in north Africa, is giv-
ing the weekly Arabic lessons. “Even if it’s how to say ‘hello’,
even if you learn one or two phrases to say something to
someone,” he said, “it can make such a difference.” — AP

US plans for Syria refugees in limbo
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President Raul Castro said his older brother’s remains
would be cremated Saturday, the first of nine days of
national mourning. There was no official confirmation of
whether that had yet happened. Havana was unusually
quiet after alcohol sales were restricted and shows and
baseball matches suspended. No official events were
scheduled yesterday but a series of memorials will
begin today, when Cubans are called to converge on
Havana’s Revolution Square.

“Tomorrow will be great. It will go down in history,”
Obregon said. Castro’s ashes will then go on a four-day
island-wide procession before being buried in the
southeastern city of Santiago on Dec 4, the government
said. Santiago, Cuba’s second city, was the scene of
Castro’s ill-fated first attempt at revolution in 1953 - six
years before he succeeded in ousting the US-backed
dictator Fulgencio Batista.

Castro ruled Cuba from 1959 with an iron fist until he
handed power to his brother Raul in 2006 due to his ail-
ing health. Ordinary Cubans hailed him for providing
free health and education. But he cracked down harshly
on dissent, jailing and exiling opponents. Even in retire-
ment, Castro wielded influence behind the scenes and
regularly penned diatribes against American “imperial-
ism” in the state press.

The news of Castro’s death drew strong - and polar-
ized - reactions across the world. In Miami, just 370 km
away, crowds of celebrating Cuban-Americans danced
in the streets for a second night. Amid the cacophony of
car horns, drums, loud music and singing in the city’s
Little Havana neighborhood, a chant rang out: “Fidel,
you tyrant, take your brother too!” Some two million
Cubans live in the United States, nearly 70 percent of
them in Florida. The vast majority of those live in Miami.

Cuban-American politicians excoriated Castro, with
Florida Senator Marco Rubio calling him an “evil, mur-
derous dictator who inflicted misery and suffering on
his own people”. However, Russian President Vladimir
Putin hailed Castro as “the symbol of an era,” and China’s

Xi Jinping said “Comrade Castro will live forever”. There
were sharply different US reactions from outgoing
President Barack Obama and President-elect Donald
Trump.

Obama, who embarked on a historic rapprochement
with Cuba in 2014, said the US extended a “hand of
friendship” to the Cuban people. But Trump dismissed
Castro as “a brutal dictator”. The future of the US-Cuban
thaw is uncertain under Trump, who has threatened to
reverse course if Havana does not allow greater human
rights.

Havana was unusually silent as the nine official days
of mourning began. “What can I say? Fidel Castro was
larger than life,” said a tearful Aurora Mendez, 82. She
recalled a life in poverty before Castro’s revolution in
1959. “Fidel was always first in everything, fighting for
the downtrodden and the poor,” she said. Indiana Valdes
and her husband Maykel Duquesne, who work at a
state-run bank, worried about life after Castro. “Fidel
was the island’s protector, he was everywhere,” said
Valdes, 43.

Fidel Castro, who came to power as a bearded, cigar-
chomping 32-year-old, adopted the slogan “socialism or
death” and kept his faith to the end. He survived more
than 600 assassination attempts, according to aides, as
well as the failed 1961 US-backed Bay of Pigs invasion.
His outrage over that botched plot contributed to the
Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, when the Soviet Union
accepted his request to send ballistic missiles to Cuba.
The confrontation following Washington’s discovery of
the weapons pushed the world to the brink of nuclear
war.

The USSR bankrolled Castro’s regime until 1989,
when the Soviet Bloc’s collapse sent Cuba’s economy
into free-fall. But Fidel managed to hang on, ceding
power to his brother Raul in July 2006 to recover from
intestinal surgery. Raul Castro has begun gradually to
liberalize the economy and strengthen ties with former
foreign foes. The father of at least eight children, Fidel
Castro was last seen in public on his 90th birthday on
Aug 13. — AFP 

Cuba mourns death of Castro


