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US to cut off arms supply 
to Kurd fighters in Syria

Syrian Kurds who battled IS feel ‘alienated’ 

Established 1961 

ANKARA: The United States will cut off its supply of arms
to Kurdish fighters in Syria, a move by President Donald
Trump that is sure to please Turkey but further alienate
Syrian Kurds who bore much of the fight against the
Islamic State group. In a phone call Friday with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Trump said he’d “given
clear instructions” that the Kurds will receive no more
weapons - “and that this nonsense should have ended a
long time ago,” said Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu. 

The White House
confirmed the move in
a cryptic statement
about the phone call
that said Trump had
informed the Turk of
“pending adjustments
to the military support
provided to our part-
ners on the ground in
Syria.” The White
House called the move
“consistent with our
previous policy” and
noted the recent fall of
Raqqa, once the Islamic State group’s self-declared capital
but recently liberated by a largely Kurdish force. The
Trump administration announced in May it would start
arming the Kurds in anticipation of the fight to retake
Raqqa. “We are progressing into a stabilization phase to
ensure that ISIS cannot return,” the White House said,
using an acronym for the extremist group.

The move could help ease strained tensions between
the US and Turkey, two NATO allies that have been
sharply at odds about how best to wage the fight against
IS. Turkey considers the Kurdish Syrian fighters, known by
the initials YPG, to be terrorists because of their affiliation
to outlawed Kurdish rebels that have waged a three
decade-long insurgency in Turkey. Yet the US chose to
partner with the YPG in Syria anyway, arguing that the
battle-hardened Kurds were the most effective fighting
force available.

Cavusoglu, who said he was in the room with Erdogan
during Trump’s call, quoted the US president as saying he

had given instructions to US generals and to national
security adviser HR McMaster that “no weapons would be
issued.” “Of course, we were very happy with this,”
Cavusoglu said. Yet for the Kurds, it was the latest demor-
alizing blow to their hopes for greater recognition in the
region. Last month, the Kurds in neighboring Iraq saw
their recent territorial gains erased by the Iraqi military,
which seized the oil-rich city of Kirkuk and other disputed
areas from the Kurdish regional government in retaliation
for a Kurdish independence referendum that the US

ardently opposed.  
Trump’s decision appeared

to catch both the Pentagon
and the US State Department
off guard. Officials at both
agencies, who would normally
be informed of changes in US
policy toward arming the
Syrian Kurds, said they were
unaware of any changes. The
officials spoke on condition of
anonymity. It was unclear
whether the Trump adminis-
tration notified the Kurds of
the move before telling the

Turks. Nor was it how much significance the change would
have on the ground, considering the fight against IS is
almost over. The United States has been arming the Kurds in
their fight against IS through an umbrella group known as
the Syrian Democratic Forces, or SDF, which is comprised
of Kurdish as well as Arab fighters. 

But the retreat of IS, which has lost nearly all its territo-
ry in Syria, has altered the dynamics in the region and a
US defense official said he was unaware of any additional
arms scheduled to be transferred to the Kurds, even before
the Turkish announcement. Last week, Col Ryan Dillon, the
chief spokesman for the US coalition that is fighting IS in
Iraq and Syria, said there has yet to be any reduction in
the number of US advisers working with the SDF. His com-
ments appeared to suggest the possibility that changes in
the level and type of US military support for the Syrian
Kurds could be coming.

As the fight against IS has waned in recent months, the
US has pledged to carefully monitor the weapons it pro-

vides the Kurds, notably ensuring that they don’t wind up
in the hands of Kurdish insurgents in Turkey known as the
PKK. Both Turkey and the US consider the PKK a terrorist
group. But the United States has tried to draw a distinction
between the PKK and the Syrian Kurds across the border,
while Turkey insists they’re essentially the same.

In both Syria and Iraq, the US relied on Kurdish fight-
ers to do much of the fighting against IS, but those efforts

have yet to lead to a realization of the Kurds’ broader
aspirations, most notably an independent state.
Washington’s support for the Syrian Kurds, in particular,
has been a major thorn in US-Turkish relations for several
years, given Turkey’s concerns about the Kurds’ territorial
aspirations. In particular, Turkey has feared the establish-
ment of a contiguous, Kurdish-held canton in northern
Syria that runs along the Turkish border.—AP 

Move could
ease tension

between 
US and Turkey

N’DJAMENA: Chad’s government is keep-
ing a wary eye on developments along its
Libyan and Sudanese borders where rebel
groups are trying to pull together into a
political formation to challenge President
Idriss Deby. On the face of it, N’Djamena
appears to be unconcerned, with the
defense minister’s office telling AFP troops
are continuing to patrol the borders with-
out any move to send in reinforcements.
But behind the scenes, they are worried. 

“In order not to panic the population,
the government is pretending. But every-
one in Chad knows that the situation is not
good,” an official admitted, speaking on
condition of anonymity. Deby seized pow-
er in a 1990 military coup and has kept on
top of a rebellion in the east, notably foil-
ing a bid to overthrow him in February
2008 when rebel troops reached the out-
skirts of N’Djamena. 

That failed attempt was led by the
Union of Forces of Resistance (UFR), a
rebel coalition which has since been forced
to operate on the fringes of Chad’s north-
ern and eastern borders. The UFR is led by

Timane Erdimi, a nephew of the president
who lives in Qatar, a country with which
N’Djamena broke diplomatic relations last
August for “an attempt to destabilize
Chad” via its northern neighbor Libya.
Weaker now than it was in 2008, UFR is
currently unable to be an effective fight-
ing force, according to a source close to
the group.

Forming a political force? 
But it is factions allied to the UFR that

are causing the most concern, sources say.
The UFR “seems to have regained strength
and is threatening to resume hostilities,”
warned an article in the local press in
October. Speaking to AFP, Youssouf Hamid,
the UFR’s spokesman in exile who is based
in Europe, said the group wanted “to gather
the (armed) opposition into a political plat-
form” in order to hold “internationally-mon-
itored political talks with the Deby regime.”

“The goal is to gather as wide a group
as possible” to show that “it is Deby who is
forcing people to wage war,” he said. But
there are other UFR-allied rebel groups
based in southern Libya and Darfur, in
neighboring western Sudan, who are also
trying to form alliances, AFP has learned.
Chad, a former French colony and one of
the world’s poorest nations, has vast
desert borders, including with Libya and
Sudan, which are notoriously difficult to
police and militants can often roam
between countries undetected.—AFP

Chad keeps wary 
eye on shifting 
rebel alliances

BAIJI, Iraq: Iraqi forces, supported by members of the Hashed Al-Shaabi (Popular Mobilization
units), advance through the Salaheddin province in the western desert bordering Syria after leav-
ing the town of Baiji, as they attempt to flush out remaining Islamic State (IS) group fighters in the
Al-Jazeera region. —AFP 

Mugabe’s 
successor and 
the ‘poisoned 
ice cream’ plot 
HARARE: On August 17, the Zimbabwean
government issued an official denial that
Emmerson Mnangagwa, who was vice
president at the time, had eaten ice cream
at a political rally. “For the record, the Vice
President did not eat ice cream,”
Information Minister Chris Mushohwe
said. “Yes, there was ice cream. I ate it,
many people ate the ice cream, but he did
not eat the ice cream himself.” The denial
was an attempt to quash reports that
Mnangagwa had been poisoned by ice
cream made at the large Gushungo dairy
owned Robert Mugabe-who resigned as
president on Tuesday-and his wife Grace.
At the time, Mnangagwa and the first lady
were locked in a bitter battle to succeed
the ageing 93-year-old president, with
hostilities erupting in public after years of
behind-the-scenes plotting.

The struggle was ultimately won by
Mnangagwa who was inaugurated as
president on Friday after a military
takeover and mass street protests which
quickly brought about Mugabe’s depar-
ture. The ice cream scandal was one of the
more colorful details of the extraordinary
fall of Mugabe, whose 37-year reign came
crashing down over his efforts to promote
Grace as his heir. Mnangagwa was taken
seriously ill after eating at the rally and
had to be urgently flown to neighboring
South Africa for emergency treatment with
his life apparently at risk. Rumors that he
had died spread panic, and he only
returned to Zimbabwe several days later,
still in poor health.

Grace on the attack
Soon afterwards, Grace Mugabe waded

into the scandal, launching one of her
trademark verbal fightbacks against the
vice president who for decades had been
one of her husband’s closest allies. “How
can I kill Mnangagwa?” Grace mockingly
told guests at the launch of a new bank. “I
am a wife of the president. Who is
Mnangagwa on this earth? Who is he? I
want to ask, what do I get from him? 

“Killing someone who was given a job
by my husband? That is nonsensical.” The
alleged poisoning took place in the south-
ern town of Gwanda on August 12 at one of
a series of ZANU-PF party “youth rallies”
at which Mugabe spoke ahead of elections
next year. State media admitted
Mnangagwa suffered severe vomiting and
diarrhoea at the event, but said that doc-
tors suspected that food which had gone
off was to blame. Mnangagwa and his wife
were later seen at other public occasions
refusing to eat food served by waiters.

‘It began with an ice cream’
The Mugabes’ control of lucrative

dairies had been a source of deep public
resentment with the couple often criticized
for their corrupt business dealings and
extravagant lifestyles. Mnangagwa, 75, has
no doubt that he was poisoned in a failed
assassination attempt which ultimately
inspired him to push harder for the end of
Mugabe’s reign. “I was subjected to poi-
soning which resulted in my being airlifted
to South Africa,” he told supporters as he
returned to Zimbabwe on Wednesday fol-
lowing Mugabe’s ouster. “I survived (but)
this time around I said to myself I should
not wait for them to eliminate me.” In the
past week, there has been a wave of jokes,
memes and viral songs that have focused
on the role ice cream played in Mugabe’s
spectacular downfall. “Who would have
thought that the soldiers would revolt,” say
lyrics set to a popular gospel tune. “It all
started with an ice cream.”—AFP 

Gold trader’s trial
sparks anger and 
concern in Turkey
ANKARA: A court case in the United States against a
leading gold trader and a top Turkish banking executive
has sparked anger and anxiety in Ankara, with both US-
Turkey ties and the economy at risk of damage. Turkish
officials have condemned as a “plot” the charges against
Turkish-Iranian gold mogul Reza Zarrab and Mehmet
Hakan Atilla, the deputy chief executive of Turkish lender
Halkbank, of violating US sanctions against Iran. President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has raised the issue repeatedly in
official talks, according to a former American official, and
called for their release.  

US media reports have suggested in recent days that
Zarrab may be seeking a plea bargain in the case and shown
willingness to testify against Turkey. Turkish officials are
now denouncing the case as a another conspiracy by the
US-based preacher Fethullah Gulen, the alleged mastermind
of the 2016 failed coup targeting Erdogan. According to
Atilla Yesilada, Turkey specialist at Global Source Partners,
the Erdogan-led ruling Justice and Development Party
(AKP) is “extremely worried”.  That explains the pro-AKP
media campaign to portray the case as “orchestrated by the
American Deep State and Gulenists,” he added.

Embarrassing revelations? 
Zarrab was one of the main figures of a 2013 corruption

scandal in Turkey that Erdogan also sees as a bid by Gulen
to bring him down. Caught up in the scandal too were four
ministers accused of accepting bribes from Zarrab, 34, to
facilitate sanctions-busting trade and other deals.  One
allegation at the time was that ex-economy minister
Mehmet Zafer Caglayan received a $300,000 (255,000
euro) watch as a bribe. He is also charged in this case in
absentia. Erdogan, who has dismissed the claims as a fab-
rication, has raised Zarrab’s case “multiple times” at the
highest level under former president Barack Obama and
his successor Donald Trump, former US State Department
official Amanda Sloat said.

“Although he (Erdogan) is not charged with any crime,
corruption revelations would be embarrassing to him, his
family and his inner circle,” Sloat, now a senior fellow at
the US-based Brookings Institution, told AFP.  Former
New York mayor Rudy Giuliani, who is part of Zarrab’s
legal team, met Erdogan in Turkey in April, joined by
Michael Mukasey, a former attorney general during presi-
dent George W. Bush’s administration.

‘Defendants held like hostages’
The trial is now set to kick off on December 4. Deputy

Prime Minister Bekir Bozdag said this week that the
defendants were being “held like hostages” and subjected
to pressure. Meanwhile, Turkish prosecutors even opened
a criminal case against their US counterparts on charges
of fabricating the case. But analysts warned that the sheer
intensity of Turkey’s reaction risked further damaging
already brittle relations with the US, a key NATO ally.
“Turkish reaction to the trial-especially accusations it is an
American conspiracy to bring down the government -
could be toxic to Washington’s perception of Ankara,”
Sloat said. Heather Nauert, State Department spokes-
woman, dismissed the accusations that the case was an
American conspiracy, saying Washington had heard “that
old same song and dance from Turkey before”.

Negative impact 
There are also fears over possible fines on Halkbank-

and possibly other Turkish banks-in the event of a guilty
verdict. The Turkish lira has hit record lows against the US
dollar in the last days, partly due to the uncertainty gener-
ated by the case.William Jackson, senior emerging markets
economist at Capital Economics in London, said that if
fines were issued, there could be an effect on credit condi-
tions and GDP. —AFP

HARARE: Zimbabweans make their way to the National Sports
Stadium in Harare for the inauguration of interim President
Emmerson Mnangagwa. —AFP 


