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ROME: Interior ministers from the cen-
tral Mediterranean were meeting in
Rome yesterday to ramp up efforts to
curb migrat ion from Libya amid a
sharp rise in the number of people
attempting the perilous crossing to
Europe. One year after a controversial
deal with Turkey to stop migrants set-
ting out across the Aegean Sea for
Greece, the EU is trying to set up a sim-
i lar  accord with confl ic t-hit  L ibya,

despite fierce opposition from human
rights campaigners. 

Over 3,300 people were rescued from
unseaworthy vessels off the North
African country over the weekend, bring-
ing the number of arrivals in Italy to
nearly 20,000 so far in 2017 — a signifi-
cant increase on previous years. Interior
ministers from Algeria, Austria, Germany,
Italy, Libya, Malta, Slovenia, Switzerland
and Tunisia were taking part in the meet-

ing, along with the European
Commissioner for Migration, Dimitris
Avramopoulos. Italy’s Interior Minister
Marco Minniti said the meeting would
focus on “policies of development, social
intervention, border control and repatri-
ation” and that he hoped it would lead to
“an increasingly shared management of
migratory flows”. Libya’s UN-backed unity
government has requested 800 million
euros ($860 million) worth of equipment

to help patrol its coast and territorial
waters, including radars, boats, helicop-
ters and all-terrain vehicles, according to
Italy’s Corriere della Sera daily.

There is also talk of a Libya-based
operational centre to coordinate rescues
in international waters off the North
African coast, relieving the burden on
Rome, which has been forced to monitor
and intervene well beyond its established
maritime surveillance zone. Experts say

some of the equipment requested by
Libya would fall foul of a UN embargo on
arms imports into the country. 

Critics also warn against planned repa-
triations of asylum seekers to a country
where allegations of torture, rape and
murder are rife. Around 20 migrants were
killed by traffickers earlier this month on a
beach in Libya after refusing to get onto a
rickety boat for Europe because of bad
weather at sea. — AFP 

Rome meet hopes to curb migrant flow from Libya 

DUBAI: Bahraini liberal opposition fig-
ure Ibrahim Sharif was charged yester-
day with “inciting hatred” against the
regime with his tweets, a human rights
group said. The Britain-based Bahrain
Institute for Rights and Democracy
(BIRD) said Sharif was questioned by the
Gulf state’s public prosecution about
comments he tweeted.

Apar t  from voicing suppor t  for
detained rights activists, Sharif ques-
tioned moves by the justice ministry to
dissolve the secular,  opposit ion
National Democratic Action Society
( Waed) of which he was a founding
member, the group said.

“What remains of the decor of the
democratic state?” Sharif asked in a
tweet. Amnesty International con-
demned the charge against Sharif, who it
said had been “in and out of prison as a
prisoner of conscience” over the past six

years, and called for it to be dropped.
“Once again Ibrahim Sharif is being
unjustly punished simply for exercising
his right to freedom of expression. The
charge against him is ludicrous and must
be dropped immediately,” the rights
group said.

“The Bahraini authorities have repeat-
edly sought to harass and intimidate any-
one who dares to speak out about
human rights violations in Bahrain,” said
Lynn Maalouf, a deputy director at
Amnesty’s office in Beirut. 

Sharif, a Sunni who supported Shiite-
led protests in a failed 2011 uprising in
the Sunni-ruled kingdom, was released
from jail in July 2016 after having served
a year, also on a charge of inciting hatred
against the regime. He served a four-year
jail term after the protests were crushed
before being released under a royal
amnesty in June 2015. — AFP 

Bahrain charges oppn 
with ‘inciting hatred’

DAMASCUS: Syrian government forces clashed
with rebels and hammered opposition-held
areas of east Damascus yesterday after pushing
back a surprise assault in the capital. Rebels and
allied jihadists, led by former Al-Qaeda affiliate
Fateh Al-Sham Front, launched an attack early
Sunday on government positions in east
Damascus, initially scoring gains. But forces loyal
to President Bashar Al-Assad drove them back by
nightfall and began a fierce bombing campaign
yesterday morning, a monitor said.

“There have been intense air strikes since
dawn on opposition-held positions in Jobar
from which the offensive was launched,” said
Rami Abdel Rahman, head of the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights. He could not
specify whether the raids were carried out by
Syrian or allied Russian warplanes. Control of the
district-which has been a battleground for more
than two years and is the closest rebel position
to the heart of Damascus-is divided between
rebels and allied jihadists on one side, and gov-
ernment forces on the other.

Yesterday, regime forces were locked in fight-
ing with rebel groups in an industrial zone
between Jobar and Qabun, a besieged, opposi-
tion-held district to the north. “In their assault
yesterday, rebels were able to open a road for
several hours between Qabun and Jobar, but the
area is now a front line and they can no longer
cross between the two,” Abdel Rahman said. A
Syrian military source told AFP that the army
had recaptured “most of the positions where
rebels advanced yesterday (Sunday)”.  “The army

foiled the armed groups’ plan to link the Jobar
district with Qabun,” the source said, adding that
“military operations in the area are ongoing.”  

Rebels hit Russian embassy 
The rebel assault on Sunday marked their most

important incursion inside the capital in several
years. After seizing several buildings in Jobar,
opposition fighters advanced briefly into the
neighboring Abbasid Square area-the first time in
two years the opposition had broken into that dis-
trict. Activity in Abbasid Square was returning to
normal levels on Monday, AFP’s correspondents
said, as residents stood on nearby balconies sur-
veying the damage from the latest clashes.

Inside the Abbasid Square bus station yester-
day, which rebels managed to overrun for few
hours the previous day, several soldiers could be
seen curled up under a blanket, taking a mid-
morning nap after hours of heavy fighting.
Planes could still be heard above the city but
many of the roads that had been sealed off by
army troops the previous day were reopened.

The clashes killed at least 26 members of
regime forces and 21 rebels and jihadists, Abdel
Rahman said. He did not have an immediate toll
for Monday morning’s air strikes. State news
agency SANA said Syrian government troops
were targeting rebel bases around Jobar yester-
day. “The military operations north of Jobar tar-
geted the areas from which the terrorists set out,
and a large number of them were killed,” it said.
The agency reported that opposition fighters on
Sunday bombarded the Russian embassy com-

pound in the capital’s Mazraa neighborhood but
that there were no casualties.

New peace talks due 
The Islamist Faylaq Al-Rahman rebel group

and the Fateh Al-Sham Front-known as Al-Nusra
Front before it renounced its ties to Al-Qaeda-
have a presence in Jobar. Syria’s conflict erupted
in March 2011 with protests against Assad’s rule
but has evolved over the years into a complex
civil war. More than 320,000 people have been
killed and millions more have been displaced by
the conflict.

Repeated peace talks over the years have
failed to bring about a political solution to the
conflict. Another round of negotiations is due to
begin in Geneva on Thursday. In an interview
with Syrian state television late Sunday, chief
government negotiator Bashar Al-Jaafari
accused rebels of trying to squeeze regime
troops ahead of the talks. “The latest terrorist
attacks in Damascus... are an attempt to apply
political pressure on the Syrian government
before it heads to Geneva,” Jaafari said.  

In recent months, the regime has sought to
secure territory around the capital with renewed
offensives on besieged rebel towns along with
local “reconciliation” deals. The war saw a turning
point when Russia intervened in September
2015 in support of the regime, allowing pro-gov-
ernment forces to regain significant territory
they had lost to the rebels. The retaking of all of
second city Aleppo late last year was a major
blow to the opposition. — AFP 

JOBAR: An opposition fighter from the Failaq Al-Rahman brigade fires a heavy machine gun in Jobar, a rebel-held district on the eastern out-
skirts of the Syrian capital Damascus. — AFP 

Strikes pound east Damascus 
after surprise rebel assault

Fierce bombing campaign drives rebels back 

MOSUL: Islamic State militants are forcing
young men in western Mosul to fight for
them in defense of the remaining pockets
of their former stronghold against an Iraqi
government assault, fleeing residents and
Iraqi officers said yesterday. The forced
recruitment is a sign that the hardline mili-
tants are growing more desperate as the
battle for what was once the de facto capi-
tal of their self-proclaimed Islamic caliphate
enters its sixth month.

Elite Federal Police and Rapid Response
units yesterday resumed their cautious
advance on the Al-Nuri Mosque in western
Mosul’s Old City. But thousands of people
took advantage of the fog and rain in the
early morning to flee Islamic State-con-
trolled areas and reach the safety of gov-
ernment lines. The militants were using res-
idents as human shields, hiding in houses
and forcing young men to fight, several
refugees said.

Ali, a former government worker, said
he had hidden his sons in a basement
when Islamic State fighters came looking
for recruits.”It feels like the siege is ending.
All they are doing now is defending,” he
told Reuters. “I hid my sons in the base-
ment and told them if you want my sons
you will have to kill me.” Yassin, a butcher
who also escaped from the west side, said
Islamic State held less ground than before.
“They would come to my butcher shop
looking for people so people stayed away.
People even stopped going to the
mosque because sometimes they would
come to take people from there to join the
fighting,” he said.

Residents who had left said Iraqi, Syrian
and other foreign militants remaining in
the area tr ied to make them stay.  “A
French militant beat me and threatened
me to force me to stay,” said one woman
who gave her name as Um Tahseen. A
Federal Police intelligence officer, Captain
Ali al-Kinani, said the militants wanted to
fill up their ranks as they had suffered
heavy casualties.

Some fighters were wearing civilian
clothes under their uniforms and would
switch outfits to mix in with fleeing civil-
ians, he said. “We arrested dozens who said
that they were forced by Daesh to carry

arms or take a bullet in the head if they
refused,” K inani  said,  using an Arab
acronym for Islamic State. “Many families
that fled the fight asked our troops to
help their sons. Some young men hiding
inside their houses are still waiting for our
forces to secure their neighbourhoods
and rescue them.”

Under pressure
If the militants’ behavior indicates that

Islamic State is steadily being worn down,
the battle for Mosul is still expected to last
several more weeks. The government
offensive was launched in October with
support from US artillery, air strikes and
advisers and the eastern side of the city on
the Tigris river was secured in December.

The campaign for the western side,
now in its second month, is harder as it is
more densely populated, the streets are
narrower and the houses closely packed
together. Attention has focused on the
Old City and the Al-Nuri Mosque, from
where Islamic State leader Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi proclaimed the caliphate after
his forces had seized swathes of territory
in Iraq and Syria in 2014.

Baghdadi and other IS leaders have fled
Mosul, whereabouts unknown, but the mil-
itants still hold several other districts of
western Mosul beyond the Old City and are
defending them with sniper and mortar fire
and suicide car bombs. US officials estimate
that about 2,000 IS fighters remain there. At
the same time, IS forces in the Syrian city of
Raqqa are under attack in a parallel conflict.

On Sunday, a US-led coalition air strike
on an IS command centre in western Mosul
killed six foreign militant commanders,
including a Russian, Abdul Kareem Al-Rusi,
who headed the Tareq Bin Ziyad Brigade.
The number of displaced people from both
sides of Mosul since the start of the offen-
sive has reached 355,000, Iraq’s immigra-
tion minister said on Monday. Some
181,000 had poured out of western Mosul
since the start of the operations to retake
that side a month ago, Minister Jassim
Mohammed said. The United Nations
refugee agency is opening new camps to
handle the exodus as the present ones are
overflowing. — Reuters 

BEIJING: Israel wants to boost cooperation with
China in technology, Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu told China’s premier
Monday, as he led a large business delegation
on a visit to Beijing to promote commercial ties
with the Asian giant. Netanyahu said in opening
remarks at a meeting with Chinese Premier Li
Keqiang that Israel and China could explore
“many ways of technological cooperation.”

Earlier yesterday, Netanyahu told a meeting
of more than 600 Israeli and Chinese business-
people that Israel is well-positioned to help
China upgrade its products, services and utilities
with better technology. “I think that there is an
extraordinary capacity for China to assume its
rightful place, as it’s doing, on the world stage,”
Netanyahu said.

“We are your perfect junior partner for that

effort,” he said, adding that the governments
would sign a series of agreements. “I believe this
is a marriage made in heaven.” Netanyahu also
met with the heads of large Chinese corpora-
tions including the conglomerate Dalian Wanda
Group, e-commerce giant Alibaba Group, com-
puter maker Lenovo Group and Baidu Inc, an
internet search company.

“I told them that in today’s world there are
several concentrations of technology, not many;
the US, Israel, and Israel is open for business with
China,” Netanyahu was quoted as saying in a
government statement. During his visit,
Netanyahu also is to meet Chinese President Xi
Jinping, who will host an official banquet.
Netanyahu said the countries would discuss a
free trade agreement.

Netanyahu also told Li that he looked forward
to discussing the region’s security situation with
China. “There is a great deal of convulsion in the
world, including in our part of the world and I
would like to have the opportunity to exchange
views with you and see how we can cooperate
together” for stability and peace, he said.

Along with playing a more active diplomatic
role in the Middle East, Beijing has also been
expanding its security presence in the region,
including the building of ties with Iran and Saudi
Arabia through joint military drills and port vis-
its. China has also backed the government of
President Bashar Al-Assad in the Syrian conflict.
While deepening its ties with Israel, Beijing con-
tinues to maintain support for the Palestinian
cause and their bid for statehood, reportedly
providing the Palestinian National Authority
with financial and technical help and training for
Palestinian officials. —AP 

IS force young men to fight 
in for Mosul say refugees 

MOSUL: Iraqis, who were displaced from Mosul due to the ongoing fighting
between Iraqi forces and Islamic State (IS) group jihadists, return to their city on
March 17, 2017.  — AFP 

Netanyahu seeking to boost 
commercial ties with China

BEIJING: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, left, and Chinese Premier Li Keqiang chat
as they attend a signing ceremony at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing. — AP  


