
ADDIS ABABA: Eritrea’s President Isaias Afwerki reopened
his country’s embassy in Ethiopia yesterday, the latest in a
series of dizzying peace moves after two decades of war
between the neighbors. The embassy inauguration caps
Isaias’s historic visit to the Ethiopian capital aimed at
cementing peace less than a week after the former enemies
declared an end to the conflict.

State-run Ethiopian Broadcasting Corporation (EBC)
showed Isaias raising the Eritrean flag at the embassy in
downtown Addis Ababa and Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed handing him keys to the building, filled with dusty
furniture that appeared untouched for years. The embassy
visit marked the end of Isaias’s three-day stay in Ethiopia
which also saw him visiting an industrial park and attending
dinner and a concert on Sunday evening.

Thousands of Ethiopians packed an exhibition hall,

waving Eritrean flags and chanting Isaias’s name as both
leaders pledged commitment to their newfound unity.
“Both nations have chosen peace as opposed to war,” said
Abiy, as Isaias also voiced his support, saying: “We won’t
allow anyone to stop this from happening.” The 71-year-
old Eritrean strongman left  Addis short ly after the
embassy opening, EBC reported. 

‘Another milestone’ 
Writing on Twitter, Eritrean Information Minister

Yemane Gebremeskel said the trip had “inexorably elevat-
ed bilateral ties of both countries to new, promising,
heights.” He described the embassy opening as “yet
another milestone in the robust (and) special ties of peace
and friendship both countries are cultivating with earnest-
ness in these momentous times.”

Once a province of Ethiopia, Eritrea voted to leave in
1993 after a bloody, decades-long independence struggle.
Ethiopia and Eritrea expelled each others’ envoys at the
start of a 1998-2000 border war that killed around 80,000
people. Relations remained frozen after Ethiopia declined
to accept a 2002 United Nations-backed border demarca-
tion, leading to years of cold war between the two coun-
tries. Last month, Abiy announced Ethiopia would accept
the demarcation and cede land to Eritrea. However, it has
not yet announced the withdrawal of troops from the area.

Breakneck reforms 
Abiy has pursued an aggressive reform agenda since

taking office in April, including making peace with Eritrea,
releasing jailed dissidents and liberalising parts of the
economy. After declaring his intention to make peace on

June 5, events have moved at breakneck speed. Abiy visited
Asmara a month later, announcing the normalisation of
diplomatic and economic ties, and on July 9, the two leaders
signed a joint declaration declaring the end of the war.

Telecommunications links were quickly restored and
Ethiopian Airlines will on Wednesday make its first pas-
senger flight between the nations in 20 years. Ethiopian
fore ign  min is t ry  spokesman Meles  A lem to ld  AFP
Ethiopia  had not  yet  reopened i ts  embassy in  the
Eritrean capital Asmara. Amnesty International has said
the newfound peace should be a catalyst for change in
Eritrea, one of the world’s most isolated nations. Since
the  end  o f  the  war, I sa ias  has  used  the  threat  o f
Ethiopian aggression to justify a rash of repressive poli-
cies, including an indefinite national service programme
the UN has likened to slavery. — AFP 
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ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed (L) and President Isaias Afeworki of Eritrea (R) celebrate the opening of the Embassy of Eritrea in Ethiopia
reopened following the official visit after twenty years. — AFP 

Eritrea reopens embassy in Ethiopia
Filled with dusty furniture that appeared untouched for years 

Iraqis demand
change as
protests run 
into second week
BASRA: Protests in Iraq continued into their sec-
ond week yesterday following days of clashes that
left eight people dead, with demonstrators rallying
to put social problems in the spotlight. Months
after Iraq declared victory over the Islamic State
group, attention has turned from the military battle
to the fight for jobs and public services.

Thousands of people rallied in fresh protests
Monday in the eastern province of Diyala and the
southern city of Nasiriyah, according to AFP cor-
respondents. Iraqis already made their dissatisfac-
tion with their leaders known through massive
abstentions in May’s national elections, and now
citizens are taking to the streets to demand they
see benefits from the country’s vast oil reserves.

“These oil fields belong to us, yet we get noth-
ing,” said Hussein Ghazi, a 34-year-old protester
in the port city of Basra. The oil sector accounts
for 89 percent of the state budget and 99 percent
of Iraq’s export revenues, but only one percent of
jobs, as the majority of posts are filled by for-
eigners. Officially, 10.8 percent of Iraqis are job-
less, while youth unemployment is twice as high,
in a country where 60 percent of the population
is aged under 24.

For the demonstrators, who have taken their
campaign to the headquarters of political parties
across the southern provinces, setting some on fire
and ripping down political posters, corruption is
central to their plight. Following the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, the country’s new leaders and
public servants reaped the benefits of public funds

and natural resources, leaving citizens with only
basic infrastructure, according to protesters.

“We hear a lot of grand words, but we don’t see
anything coming,” said Basra demonstrator Aqil
Kazem, an unemployed 27-year-old. Chronic elec-
tricity cuts continue to leave Iraqis without respite
from summer temperatures, which during the
protests have reached 50 degrees Celsius (122
Fahrenheit). Iraqis have also suffered from water
shortages this year from drought and dams built
by neighboring countries.

Promise of state cash 
Since the daily protests began on July 8 in

Basra, eight people have been killed in various
cities, according to the health ministry. The min-
istry did not however give details on the circum-
stances of the deaths, but according to different
sources at least one person was shot dead by
security forces in Basra.

That death, as youths demonstrated in Basra

demanding jobs and against electricity cuts,
fuelled the protest movement and it spread to
provinces across the south: Dhi Qar, Karbala,
Maysan, Muthana and Najaf. Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi flew into the city on Friday in an
effort to restore calm, a day later announcing
investment worth $3 billion (2.6 billion euros) for
Basra province.

He also pledged additional spending on hous-
ing, schools and services in the oil-rich but neg-
lected region. As demonstrations continued,
Abadi on Sunday met with security and intelli-
gence chiefs in Baghdad and warned them to be
on alert “because terrorists want to exploit any
event or dispute”. The prime minister also
ordered security services not to use live fire
against unarmed civilians. On Saturday the inter-
net was cut across the country, as demonstrations
threatened to spread. Authorities said the shut-
down was owing to maintenance work and Iraq
was back online Monday. — AFP

Syrian regime
advances fast on
rebels in south
BEIRUT: Syrian regime forces backed by
Russia made sweeping advances yester-
day against rebels holding out in the
country’s vital southern zone. For nearly
one month, Syria’s government has
worked to capture the provinces of Daraa
and Quneitra with a mix of heavy bom-
bardment, ground attacks and surrender
deals brokered by Moscow.

Despite an international outcry, gov-
ernment forces have retaken swathes of
the area including the border with Jordan
and are inching closer to the sensitive
frontier with the Israeli-occupied Golan
Heights. Regime troops made another
“quick advance” against rebels yesterday,
according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights, a Britain-based war moni-
tor which relies on a network of sources
inside the country. 

“Regime forces took a number of
towns in western parts of Daraa province,
some through clashes with those refusing
to join the handover deals, and others
after agreements were reached,” said
Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman. A
string of towns-Al-Hara, Samlin, and
Zimrin-had agreed to fall back into regime
control, while troops overran Al-Tiha mili-
tarily.  “With that advance, the regime
holds more than 90 percent of Daraa

province,” Abdel Rahman told AFP. Citing
a military source, Syrian state news
agency SANA also said the army had
captured new territory, including Al-Tiha
and Zimrin.

Key hilltop hit 
Heavy fighting had been raging over a

hilltop known as Tallet Al-Hara and held
by Al-Qaeda’s former affiliate, Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), said the
Observatory.  HTS had refused a surren-
der, ushering in a wave of regime and
Russian shelling that killed 30 jihadists
since Sunday. An HTS ambush then left 12
regime forces dead, Abdel Rahman said.

An AFP photographer there saw a
plume of smoke emerging from the slop-
ing hilltop overlooking agricultural plains
yesterday. By the afternoon, Syrian state
news agency SANA said government
forces had captured Tallet Al-Hara.
Beyond the hilltop, the sliver of Daraa that
still escapes regime control includes the
rebel town of Nawa and a small pocket
held by an Islamic State group affiliate.

Rebels in Nawa, where tens of thou-
sands of people live, are in talks with
Russia for a potential handover deal too,
according to the Observatory.  

Moscow has helped the regime secure
these negotiated surrenders in several key
areas, including second city Aleppo in
2016 and the rebel bastion of Eastern
Ghouta outside Damascus in April. For
the south, it pressured rebels to agreed to
hand over eastern parts of Daraa
province in early July and the provincial
capital last week. — AFP

NAJAF: Passengers from Iran arrive to Najaf airport after it reopened on July 16, 2018.
The airport was closed after dozens of protesters forced their way into the waiting room
on July 13 despite a heavy police presence. — AFP 


