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DR Congo steps up arrests of South 
Sudan refugees to weed out rebels

Congolese authorities tighten the border 

Established 1961 

ABA: The Congolese army has stepped up arrests of
South Sudanese refugees and tightened the border in a bid
to block rebels from seeking sanctuary in its country, offi-
cials say. As hundreds fled into the Democratic Republic of
Congo last week, after President Salva Kiir’s government
army dislodged Riek Machar’s rebel SPLA-IO from its
headquarters in southwestern Lasu, some 18 suspected
rebels were taken into detention.

It is the first time Congolese authorities have detained a
significant number of South Sudanese and may signal a
change in Kinshasa’s pol-
icy towards the neighbor-
ing country, riven by a
devastating four-year
power struggle. “As of
now 15 have been
released. They were
refugees who were
arrested because they
had returned to South
Sudan without authoriza-
tion. Three who remain in
custody are suspected of
being rebels and investi-
gations are ongoing,”
said Alexis Kabambi, who heads the National Commission
for Refugees (CNR) in the Congolese town of Aba.

Border tightened
Until recently, members of the SPLA-IO were able to

move relatively freely across the border to Aba, a town
they depended on for supplies and medical treatment for
their wounded. But after South Sudan’s ambassador visited
Aba together with DRC’s defense minister in April, local
authorities began restricting movement across the border,
according to a South Sudanese community leader in Aba
and an SPLA-IO official who asked not to be named.

The tightening of cross-border movements is a blow to
those who return to South Sudan to harvest their fields in
order to supplement their monthly cash allowance, which
they say isn’t enough to feed their families.  When fighting

erupted in Lasu, siblings Grace Gaba and Joseph Moro
rushed back to their village to help an elderly family mem-
ber across the border and to fetch some of the family’s
livestock. But when they tried to re-enter the DRC, Moro
was arrested. “I haven’t heard from him since,” said Gaba,
insisting her brother wasn’t a soldier. Gaba and her brother
didn’t obtain the required permission for their trip to South
Sudan, which may have drawn suspicion when they tried to
re-enter the DRC. “This back and forth isn’t appreciated
by the security services,” said Kabambi. “When you return

to the other side, you are
suspect. You are going
there for what, to commu-
nicate with those people
on the other side?”

Extradition back
to S Sudan

Officials in the DRC
suspect a close link
between the refugee com-
munity and the opposition
fighters. “We know that the
women and children are
here in the camp while the

husbands are part of the rebellion,” a police officer said at
a recent community gathering in Aba’s refugee settlement.
The officer called upon ex-combatants to report them-
selves to the army “for their own protection.”

But young men who are sympathetic to the rebellion
back home don’t trust Congolese authorities. “I don’t
know their position, that’s why I’m at risk. If I’m arrested,
they could torture me and hand me over to the South
Sudanese government,” said one rebel currently seeking
refugee status in Aba. The young man plans to install his
family in the refugee settlement and then return to South
Sudan to resume his role in the SPLA-IO. Elsewhere in
the DRC, in Goma, some 400 mostly former SPLA-IO
rebels have been living confined to a camp since fleeing
with Machar in 2016.  They live not quite as prisoners and
not quite refugees, accepting restriction of their move-

ment in exchange for food and protection from a UN
peacekeeping mission.

Fragile ceasefire
The SPLA-IO inked a ceasefire deal with the South

Sudanese government last week but the truce is already
floundering as both sides accuse each other of multiple
breaches of the accord. According to international law,
third party countries are obliged to disarm and intern ex-

combatants until a ceasefire comes into force or until they
genuinely renounce military activities, at which point they
qualify for asylum.  But procedures described by
Congolese authorities appear to run counter to these pro-
visions. “Once you’ve borne arms, you fled and you came
here, you are considered a soldier,” said Kabambi. “The
Congolese armed forces then cooperate with the govern-
ment of South Sudan to see how these people can be
extradited to their country.”—AFP 

GENEVA: Months of deadlock over medical evacu-
ations from Syria’s biggest remaining siege broke
late on Tuesday when a deal between Damascus
and a rebel faction allowed the Red Crescent to
evacuate a handful of critically ill patients. Four
patients were evacuated from eastern Ghouta,
where almost 400,000 people have been under
siege by President Bashar Al-Assad’s forces since
2013, the Syrian American Medical Society (SAMS)
said in a statement. The evacuees were taken to
hospitals in Damascus. The enclave, a densely pop-
ulated pocket of satellite towns and farms, is the
only major rebel stronghold near the capital
Damascus. The military has steadily defeated pock-
ets of armed rebellion in western Syria over the
past year, with the help of Russian air power and
Iranian-backed militias. 

The Jaish Al-Islam rebel group in Eastern Ghouta
said it was releasing 29 detainees. In return, the gov-
ernment is allowing the evacuation of 29 of the most
critical cases. The International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC) said it had facilitated the deal,
which came two months after the United Nations
asked Assad’s government to allow the urgent evacu-
ation of the 29 patients. The operation was still in a
very early phase, it said. “Happy that our negotia-
tions reached this important goal.  This is a signal of
hope for the future Syria,” Francesco Rocca, presi-
dent of the International Federation of the Red Cross,
wrote in a tweet. 

The Syrian government did not immediately
comment on the evacuation. A Jaish al-Islam politi-
cal official in Ghouta said the Syrian Arab Red
Crescent (SARC) mediated between Damascus and
the rebels for the swap.  “We worked to get them
out through the Red Crescent, and we are working
on evacuating the rest of the nearly 500 cases out,”
said Yasser Delwan. But there was no indication of
whether more evacuations would be allowed, he
added. The United Nations has pleaded for the gov-
ernment to allow evacuation of around 500
patients, including children with cancer, and has
said there was no excuse for not permitting their
evacuation to go ahead.

Although Eastern Ghouta is officially a “de-esca-
lation zone” under Russian-led ceasefire deals for
rebel territory, fighting there has continued. The
population, including 130,000 children, is suffering
the worst malnutrition seen in the almost seven-
year war, the UN has said. Residents and aid work-
ers said the government has tightened the siege in
recent months in what they called a deliberate use
of starvation as a weapon of war, a charge the gov-
ernment denies. On Sunday, Turkish President
Tayyip Erdogan said Turkey was working with
Russia, Assad’s ally, on the evacuations. Ankara has
backed some rebel factions in the Syrian war.

The number of people needing urgent evacua-
tion has shrunk because they keep dying while
waiting for help, the UN has said. It has a priority
list of 494 patients, while SAMS put the number of
critical cases at 641, and said 17 had already died.
The remainder of the 29 patients included in the
deal would be evacuated over the coming days, said
SAMS, a nonprofit that supports hospitals mostly in
opposition areas. “The list includes 18 children and
4 women suffering from heart disease, cancer, kid-
ney failure, and blood diseases, in addition to cases
requiring advanced surgery that are not available in
the besieged area,” it said.—Reuters
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ABA, DR Congo: A group of South Sudanese refugees flee from recent fighting in Lasu in
South Sudan rest after crossing the border into the Democratic Republic of Congo. —AFP 

Syria Eastern 
Ghouta, under 
siege since 2013
BEIRUT: Syria’s ruined rebel holdout region of Eastern
Ghouta, from where urgent UN-demanded medical evacu-
ations started yesterday, has been under siege for four
years, suffering attacks and malnutrition.  Here is a summa-
ry of what has happened in the area, home to around
400,000 people:

Battle for Damascus 
Free Syrian Army (FSA) rebels launch an attack on the

capital from its suburb of Ghouta in July 2012, more than a
year after the start of an uprising against the regime. After
a week of fighting, the army asserts control of most of
Damascus, but parts of its suburbs fall into rebel hands.
Fighting flares again at the end of 2012 as the rebels set up
base in Eastern Ghouta. The area becomes the target of
regular bombings and artillery strikes; markets, schools
and hospitals are hit. From 2013 Eastern Ghouta is totally
under government siege.

Sarin gas 
In August 2013, hundreds of people including several

children are killed in a chemical attack on Eastern Ghouta
and another rebel bastion near Damascus, Moadamiyet Al-
Sham. The opposition blames President Bashar al-Assad’s
regime, which denies involvement.  Washington also
squarely accuses the Syrian government of responsibility,
saying more than 1,400 people, including 426 children,
were killed.  US and French retaliatory strikes are averted
only after a September 14 US-Russia agreement that
Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal will be destroyed.  A UN
report concludes days later that the use of sarin gas had
been proved “unequivocally and objectively”.

Malnutrition 
In November 2016, UN humanitarian operations chief

Stephen O’Brien says nearly one million Syrians are under

siege, including in Eastern Ghouta, in a “deliberate tactic
of cruelty”. Following the release of shocking images of
severely malnourished children in Eastern Ghouta, the
United Nations in October 2017 condemns “the deliberate
starvation of civilians as a method of warfare”.

The following month, UNICEF says childhood malnutri-
tion levels in the region are the highest recorded in Syria
since the war began.A survey in November showed that 11.9
percent of children under five were suffering from acute
malnutrition, compared with 2.1 percent in a similar survey in
January, it says.  Once an important producer of food,
Ghouta has been ravaged, with buildings and roads in ruin
and costs soaring. While some food is still grown locally, or
smuggled in, humanitarian access to the region has been lim-

ited despite regular appeals from aid agencies.  The United
Nations says in late November that 500 people, including
children with complex medical issues, need urgent evacua-
tion from Eastern Ghouta. At least 16 people have died while
waiting for evacuations to begin, UN humanitarian taskforce
for Syria chief Jan Egeland says on December 21.

‘De-escalation zone’ bombed
Eastern Ghouta is in May 2017 identified as one of four

“de-escalation” zones, but the government maintains its
blockade and renews bombardment in mid-November. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights monitoring group
says that 211 civilians, including 49 children, are killed in
the bombings.—AFP 

GHOUTA: Syrian children play at the courtyard of a school turned into a shelter for people displaced
by the war, in the rebel-controlled town of Hamouria, in the eastern Ghouta region. —AFP 

Jerusalem 
embassy move 
a ‘sovereign’ 
decision: 
Guatemala 
GUATEMALA CITY: Guatemala on
Tuesday said its decision to follow the US
in moving its embassy in Israel to
Jerusalem was a “sovereign” matter that
should not affect ties with other countries.
“These are Guatemala’s foreign policy and
sovereign decisions,” Foreign Minister
Sandra Jovel told a news conference. “In
any case, we are open to being able to
converse with countries that see it as such,
but I don’t believe it will create any sort of
problem with other countries,” she said.

Guatemalan President Jimmy Morales
announced that he was ordering his coun-
try’s embassy to move from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, despite a UN vote last week
condemning US President Donald Trump’s
decision to unilaterally view the holy city
as Israel’s capital. The announcement made
Guatemala the first country to follow the

United States in saying it was moving its
embassy. Israel claims all of Jerusalem as
its capital, while Palestinians, consider east
Jerusalem as the occupied capital of their
future state. A UN General Assembly vote
on Thursday resoundingly rejected any
attempt to unilaterally define Jerusalem’s
status. A total of 128 nations voted to main-
tain the international consensus that
Jerusalem’s status can only be decided
through peace negotiations between
Israelis and Palestinians.

Move won’t happen ‘tomorrow’   
The United States and Israel mustered

seven other countries to their side to vote
no to the UN resolution. The other nations
were Guatemala, Honduras, the Marshall
Islands, Micronesia, Nauru, Palau and Togo.
The Palestinian foreign ministry has called
Guatemala’s decision “shameful and illegal.”
Jovel told the news conference she had so
far received no telephone calls “from any
ambassador in relation to this issue.”

She added: “What we are doing is
returning our embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, where we had it for many
years.” However, the foreign minister said
she did not know how long it would take
before Guatemala’s embassy was in
Jerusalem. “I don’t have a time estimate for
this move, but I’m not saying it will happen
tomorrow.” She also discounted the possi-
bility of Arab countries exacting economic

consequences on Guatemala for its deci-
sion-something that had happened in the
past, to reverse a similar move. 

A former president of Guatemala,
Ramiro de Leon Carpio, who was in power
1993-1996, had made a decision to move
the embassy to Jerusalem, but backtracked

when Muslim-majority countries shut off
access to Guatemalan goods. Guatemala is
today much more reliant on the United
States, which is giving $750 million to it
and neighboring El Salvador and Honduras
to crack down on the crime and poverty
that is stirring migration to the US.—AFP 

HERZLIYA: Guatemalan flag hang outside the building housing the
offices of the Central American Embassy, in the Israeli city of Herzliya,
near Tel Aviv.— AFP 


