
Netherlands withdraws its
ambassador from Turkey
THE HAGUE: The Netherlands announced yesterday it was withdraw-
ing its ambassador from Turkey, and will refuse to allow Ankara to post
one in the country as diplomatic ties plunge to new lows. Relations
have deteriorated in the past months, after Dutch officials barred a
Turkish minister from attending a rally in Rotterdam on the eve of the
March general elections here.

Despite recent high-level talks between the two countries, “we have
not been able to agree on the way normalization should take place,”
Foreign Minister Halbe Zijlstra said in a statement. The Dutch govern-
ment has therefore “decided to officially withdraw the Netherlands’
ambassador in Ankara, who has not had access to Turkey since March
2017,” the foreign ministry added. “As long as the Netherlands has no
ambassador to Turkey, the Netherlands will also not issue permission
for a new Turkish ambassador to take up duties in the Netherlands.”

Relations between the two NATO allies have spiraled to an all-time
low after the Netherlands expelled Turkey’s Family Minister Fatma
Betul Sayan Kayar in March. The country had also barred another min-
ister’s plane from landing as both Turkish politicians sought to attend a
Rotterdam rally of Dutch-Turkish citizens in favor of last April’s Turkish
referendum. But Betul Sayan Kayar defied the Dutch government ban,
arriving by car from Germany to press for the powers of Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to be extended in the referendum.

No ‘magic formula’  
Protests erupted in the port city as Dutch police stopped her

addressing the rally, and escorted her out of the country. Riot police
had to move in to break up an angry demonstration using dogs, hors-
es and water cannon, which added to political tensions just days

before the Dutch general elections. Furious Turkish officials in vain
demanded an apology for the minister’s treatment from Dutch Prime
Minister Mark Rutte. 

And the Dutch ambassador, who had been abroad at the time, was
blocked from returning to Turkey. Erdogan even accused the Dutch of
behaving like “fascists” in their treatment of the Turkish ministers-
comments which triggered anger in the Netherlands occupied by
Nazi Germany in World War II. The Netherlands is home to some
400,000 people of Turkish origin, and the two countries have had
diplomatic relations for some four centuries. But ties first began to
strain in 2012 over a row about a Turkish boy adopted by Dutch les-
bian parents. And in 2016 Turkish-Dutch journalist Ebru Umar was
arrested and briefly detained after she tweeted comments critical of
Erdogan. She was only released after an intervention from the Dutch
foreign ministry. — AFP 
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BRUSSELS: Prime suspect in the November 2015 Paris attacks Salah Abdeslam sits as he is surrounded by Belgian special police officers in the courtroom at the ‘Palais de Justice’ courthouse in Brussels for the opening of his trial yesterday. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: The only surviving suspect in
the 2015 Paris attacks, Salah Abdeslam,
defied Belgian judges yesterday and said he
put his “trust in Allah” on the opening day
of his trial for a shootout that led to his
capture. The 28-year-old, who was trans-
ferred under heavy security from a jail near
the French capital overnight for the trial,
refused to answer questions about the gun-
battle in Brussels or stand for the court.

“I am not afraid of you, I am not afraid of
your allies,” said a defiant Abdeslam, who
has grown long hair and a beard during his
nearly two years behind bars. “I put my
trust in Allah and that’s all.” The Belgian-
born French national of Moroccan descent
alleged that the court in Brussels was
biased against Muslims as he explained
why he would not cooperate despite having
asked to attend the trial. “My silence does
not make me a criminal, it’s my defense,”
Abdeslam said.  “Muslims are judged and
treated in the worst of ways, mercilessly.
There is no presumption of innocence.”

He also refused to allow photographs or
video images to be taken of him. He has
point-blank refused to speak to investiga-

tors since his arrest in Brussels March 2016,
three days after the gunbattle in the Forest
district of the city for which he is on trial.
Abdeslam and Sofiane Ayari, a 24-year-old
Tunisian arrested with him, face charges of
attempted terrorist murder of police offi-
cers and carrying banned weapons. Three
police officers were wounded and an
Algerian fellow jihadist was killed.
The pair face up to 40 years in
prison if convicted.

Heavy security
Abdeslam’s arrest ended four

months on the run as Europe’s most
wanted man following the November
2015 Paris attacks that killed 130
people, and in which his brother
Brahim carried out a suicide bomb-
ing. Police officers wearing body
armour and black balaclavas with
eye- and mouth-holes stood guard
next to them as the trial started. Abdeslam,
wearing a long-sleeved light shirt and dark
trousers, launched into his diatribe after
presiding judge Marie-France Keutgen
asked why he insisted on attending the trial

where he refused to answer questions
about the charges against him.

The judge rejected his accusations of
bias, insisting he was presumed innocent.
Hundreds of members of Belgian security
forces turned the Palais de Justice court
building into a virtual fortress while a heli-

copter with searchlights circled overhead
as he arrived. The non-jury trial is the prel-
ude to a later one in France and prosecu-
tors hope the Brussels case will yield clues
not only about the Paris attacks but also the

Brussels bombings on March 22, 2016.
Investigators believe Abdeslam’s capture

three days after the shootout caused mem-
bers of his jihadist cell to bring forward plans
for the attacks on Brussels airport and a
metro station in which 32 people were killed.
Ayari, who is cooperating with authorities,

told the judge he knew Ibrahim
Bakroui, one of the suicide bombers
at Brussels airport, adding he visited
the apartment where the shootout
occurred. The same cell is believed to
have been behind both the Paris and
Brussels attacks, which were claimed
by the Islamic State group. But
Ayari-who entered Europe via the
Greek islands during the European
migration crisis in 2015 - insisted: “I
don’t think I am a radical.”

Manhunt 
The plans for transferring

Abdeslam from Fleury-Merogis prison in
the Parisian suburbs, and then back to a
prison just across the border in northern
France every night, were shrouded in secre-
cy. Two separate convoys left Fleury-

Merogis in the middle of the night with an
escort of elite French officers with blue
lights flashing, while a third group of
unmarked vehicles left shortly afterwards.
The boyish former bar owner has spent
nearly 20 months in isolation under 24-hour
video surveillance at Fleury-Merogis, after
being transferred to France after his arrest.
Police say Abdeslam and Ayari escaped
through the back door of the flat in Forest
while a third suspect, Algerian Mohamed
Belkaid, died while providing covering fire
for their escape through a back door.

Police say they found Abdeslam’s finger-
prints in the flat, confirming they were on
the trail of the last suspect in the rifle and
bomb attacks on the Bataclan concert hall,
bars, restaurants and the national stadium in
the French capital on November 13, 2015.
Abdeslam is reported to have disposed of a
suicide belt before fleeing. He is also sus-
pected of being the driver in the attacks.
Three days after the raid, armed officers
shot Abdeslam in the leg and captured him
and Ayari just yards from Abdeslam’s home
in Molenbeek, a gritty Brussels immigrant
neighborhood. — AFP. 
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83 die in ‘war 
on children’ in 
Middle East
AMMAN: At least 83 children were
killed in Middle East war zones in
January, most of them in Syria, the UN
children’s agency UNICEF said yester-
day, vowing their voices “will never be
silenced”. “They were killed in ongoing
conflicts, suicide attacks or frozen to
death as they fled active war zones,”
said UNICEF’s regional director for
the Middle East and North Africa,
Geert Cappelaere. “In the month of
January alone, escalating violence in
Iraq, Libya, the State of Palestine,
Syria and Yemen has claimed the lives
of at least 83 children,” Cappelaere
added in a statement. Calling January a
“dark (and) bloody month”,
Cappelaere said it was “unacceptable
that children continue being killed and
injured every single day”.

“Children may have been silenced
but their voices will continue to be

heard... their voices will never be
silenced,” he said. “We collectively
continue failing to stop the war on
children! We have no justification. We
have no reason to accept a new nor-
mal.” The highest death toll was in
Syria where 59 children were killed in
violence as the war there enters its
eighth year, said UNICEF. In Yemen,
wracked by conflict since March 2015
between Iran-backed Houthi rebels
and a government supported by a
Saudi-led military coalition, 16 chil-
dren were killed, it said.

“UNICEF is receiving reports of
killed and injured children on a daily
basis as fighting escalates across the
country (Yemen),” it added. In Libya’s
second city Benghazi, a suicide attack
killed three children while three others
died while “playing near unexploded
ordnance” and a fourth child was criti-
cally wounded. A child was killed in a
“booby-trapped” house in Iraq’s sec-
ond city Mosul, ruled for three years
by Islamic State group jihadists before
being driven out by government forces
in July after fierce battles. And north of
the city of Ramallah in the occupied
West Bank, Israeli soldiers shot dead a
16-year-old Palestinian boy. — AFP 

Only surviving 
suspect in 2015 

Paris attacks

BRUSSELS: Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Halbe Zijlstra arrives seen at
the European Council in Brussels. The Netherlands announced yesterday it
was withdrawing its ambassador from Turkey. — AFP 


