
Failure of Yemen
peace talks opens
way to escalation
DUBAI: The collapse of UN efforts to organize peace
talks between the Yemeni government and rebels is like-
ly to lead to an escalation in the country’s war, analysts
say. Long-awaited talks between the Saudi-backed gov-
ernment and Houthi rebels linked to Iran were set to
start Thursday but failed to take place.

The Houthis, armed tribesmen from northern Yemen,
refused to leave Sanaa to attend the talks, saying the
UN had failed to guarantee the return of their delega-
tion from Geneva to the Yemeni capital and to secure
the evacuation of wounded rebels to Oman. With
hopes of political conciliation dashed, experts fear
both the rebels and Saudi-backed troops will turn to
more violence.

“We will almost certainly see a military escalation, as
the initial failure of Geneva will deepen the Saudi-led
coalition’s conviction that only further losses on the bat-
tlefield will cause the Houthis to compromise,” said
Graham Griffith, senior analyst at the UAE-based con-
sultancy Control Risks. “However, the military campaign
is likely to be hampered by the additional scrutiny the
coalition is facing over its conduct in the war,” he added.

The Saudi-led coalition has drawn heavy internation-
al criticism for the high civilian death toll from its more
than three-year-old bombing campaign in Yemen.
Coalition commanders have admitted a small number of
mistakes but accuse the rebels of routinely using civil-
ians as human shields. The head of the Houthi rebels, for
his part, on Saturday issued a message of defiance. “Our
choice is steadfastness and resistance to aggression,”
said Abdulmalik Al-Houthi. “We must move on all fronts
to recruit for our defense.”

‘Mistrust’ 
The Geneva talks were abandoned on Saturday as

fresh fighting broke out on the ground. Analysts say the
failure to bring Yemeni representatives to the summit,
which would have been the first since lengthy talks in
Kuwait collapsed in 2016, will only raise mistrust
between the government and rebels. “The peace talks
did not begin, and because there is no peace process to
be considered that means there are fewer constraints in
place for the behavior of both sides on the ground,” said
security and defense analyst Aleksandar Mitreski. 

“While there is mistrust between the actors, as much
as there is in any conflict of this kind, I believe the fail-
ure of the peace process is due to the imbalance of
power between the two sides,” said Mitreski, researcher
at the University of Sydney.  Yemen’s government on
Saturday accused UN envoy Martin Griffiths of defend-
ing the rebels. Foreign Minister Khaled al-Yamani criti-
cized Griffiths for “appeasing” the Houthis by refusing
to lay blame for the failure of the talks squarely on their
shoulders. “The UN, unfortunately, does not have the
capability to be the equalizer,” said Mitreski. 

Hodeida 
Nearly 10,000 people have been killed since Saudi

Arabia and its allies intervened on behalf of the govern-
ment in 2015, triggering what the UN calls the world’s
worst humanitarian crisis. Griffiths is UN’s third Yemen
envoy since 2014, when Huthis overran the capital and
drove Hadi’s government into exile. All previous
attempts to resolve the conflict have failed.

The envoy said Saturday he would travel to Muscat
and Sanaa in the coming days to lay the groundwork for
future talks, but hinted he might initially engage in sepa-
rate discussions with the two sides. He said it was “too
early to say when the next round of consultations will take
place”. Complicating things further, fighting has flared
again around the vital rebel-held Red Sea port of Hodeida,
the entry point for some 70 percent of Yemen’s imports
including food and aid, after a temporary ceasefire was
declared by the Saudi-led coalition in June. — AFP 
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DAMASCUS: Syrian railroad workers and technicians work on the restoration of the railway in the Syrian capital. — AFP 

DAMASCUS: Abu Abdo eases himself into
the driver’s seat, itching to try out freshly
laid train tracks between two suburbs of
Syria’s capital, Damascus. “I’ve been wait-
ing for this day for six years,” the 42-year-
old says, drumming excitedly on the train’s
control board. He prepares for a test drive
on a stretch of tracks leading from Qadam
station-until May a pocket of Islamic State
group resistance-to grounds hosting the
annual Damascus International Fair.

After seven years of war, the government
is now back in control of nearly two thirds
of Syria’s territory, after seizing large
swathes back from myriad rebel and jihadist
groups. The regime views reviving the rail-
ways as crucial to its reconstruction policy.
And the week-long fair, which started on
Thursday, is being serviced by 28 trains
each day, according to state media. Abu
Abdo begins the trial run. 

“When I drive a train, I feel like I’m fly-
ing,” he says, happy to be back behind the

wheel after six years stuck behind a desk
and largely idle at the Public Transport
Authority. Before the war, he had driven
trains for 20 years. Locomotives had
chugged across Syria for over a century,
carrying passengers, construction materi-
als, oil and gas over hundreds of kilome-
ters. The trains linked Damascus to the
second city, Aleppo, and other urban cen-
ters in Homs, Latakia on the western
coast, Deir Ezzor in the east, and else-
where. But train traffic came shuddering
to a halt in 2012, a year into the civil war.

Next stop: reconstruction 
Of the 2,450 kilometers of train tracks

that cross Syria, some 1,800 kilometers
will be repaired, according to the trans-
port ministry. Stretches of track survive
intact in the coastal provinces of Latakia
and Tartus, areas relatively insulated from
the violence. Routes that will be revived
include those running north-south

between Damascus, Homs and Aleppo, as
well as lines between the coast and the
country’s east, bordering Iraq. Many lines
even lack tracks.

“Some tracks were stolen and others

were damaged because of the war,” says
Radwan Tikriti, the railway chief for the
Damascus region. He has worked with
locomotives for 30 years and once lived
near Qadam station, where he grew accus-

tomed to waking each morning to the
sound of train whistles. That changed in
early 2013, when rebels overran the district
and Tikriti fled, ahead of Qadam then
falling into IS’ clutches.

“We’re working now to link the cities
(back) together,” Tikriti tells AFP. Seven
years of war have destroyed towns and
cities, including infrastructure, from water
pipes to power stations. The United
Nations estimated last month that the
conflict has cost Syria close to $400 bil-
lion (350 billion euros). “We’re in a race
against time to rehabilitate the railway.
We all really want to hear the sounds of
trains” again, says Tikriti. 

Tight timetable 
In July, President Bashar Al-Assad ear-

marked rebuilding Syria as his “top priori-
ty”, and reviving the railways is a big part of
that task. The authorities aim to have most
lines back up and running by the end of the

year, says Transport Minister Ali Hammud.
“The railways will play an essential role in
reconstruction,” Hammud said.

Cargo trains carry construction materials
“faster and cheaper” than lorries, he says.
Repairing the railways could also revitalize
land trade and jump-start Syria’s collapsed
economy, Hammud says.  “We’re the gate-
way to the Mediterranean for the Gulf,
Jordan, and Iraq,” he says, pointing to a
map of Syria. “The objective is to link
Syrian ports to neighboring countries,” he
adds, referring to the maritime posts at
Tartus and Latakia. “We’re going to recon-
nect all the borders.”

For driver Abu Abdo, the railway’s revival
is personal. The lifelong driver comes from
Idlib in the northwest, the only province still
in rebel hands and the next military target
for regime forces. “I hope the day will come
when I can go back to my hometown,” he
says. “Only then can we say that Syria has
become what it was before the war.”  — AFP 

Syria’s ravaged railways see new hope 
Locomotives have chugged across Syria for over a century
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Pakistan’s 
new president 
Alvi sworn in
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s new President Arif Alvi was
sworn in at a ceremony in Islamabad yesterday, con-
cluding the country’s peaceful transfer of power to its
new government after a turbulent election campaign.
His appointment further cements the ruling party’s
power after controversial polls in July-which were
tainted by claims of military meddling and ballot rig-
ging-saw former cricket champion Imran Khan elect-
ed prime minister. 

Arif Alvi, a close ally of Khan and one of the
founders of Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)
party, becomes Pakistan’s 13th president, replacing
Mamnoon Hussain.  A vote this week saw him elected
by more than a thousand lawmakers from both hous-
es of parliament and the four provincial assemblies.
Khan and his cabinet attended the ceremony led by
Chief Justice Saqib Nisar, along with armed forces
chiefs and senior Islamabad-based diplomats. Alvi
swore to “bear true faith and allegiance to Pakistan”
and to carry out his duties “in the interest of the sov-
ereignty, integrity, solidarity, well-being and prosper-
ity of Pakistan.”

A former dentist, Alvi has been a key confidante of
Imran Khan on both party and national issues. He
served as the PTI’s secretary general for eight years
from 2006, and was elected an MP in the southern
megacity of Karachi in 2013, winning re-election in
the July vote. A father of four and enthusiastic Twitter

user, Alvi was shot and wounded during a protest
against military dictator Ayub Khan in Lahore in
1969. He still has a bullet embedded in his right arm.

The election of the PTI marks the end of decades
of rotating leadership between the ousted Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and the Pakistan
Peoples Party (PPP), punctuated by periods of army
rule. But Khan and his cabinet face a myriad of chal-
lenges including a faltering economy, militant extrem-
ism, water shortages, and a rapidly growing popula-
tion negating growth in the developing country.
Pakistani presidents wielded greater power before
2008, when President Asif Ali Zardari, the husband of
assassinated premier Benazir Bhutto, took office and
devolved most of his powers to prime minister Yousaf
Raza Gilani. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: In this handout photograph released by
the Press Information Department (PID) yesterday,
Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan (R) witnesses
while Chief Justice of Pakistan Mian Saqib Nisar (C)
takes oath from newly President Arif Alvi (L) at the
Aiwan-e-Sadr. —A FP 


