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OUAGADOUGOU, Burkina Faso: Jihadists in Burkina Faso
killed 35 civilians, almost all of them women, when they
simultaneously attacked a town in the north and its military
base in one of the deadliest assaults in nearly five years of
jihadist violence in the West African country. Seven sol-
diers and 80 jihadists also died in the double attack
Tuesday in Arbinda in Soum province which lasted “sever-
al hours” and was of a “rare intensity”, the army said.

Burkina Faso, bordering Mali and Niger, has seen regular
jihadist attacks which have left hundreds dead since the
start of 2015 when militant violence began to spread across
the Sahel region. “A large group of terrorists simultaneously
attacked the military base and the civilian population in
Arbinda,” the army chief of staff said in a statement.

“This barbaric attack resulted in the deaths of 35 civil-
ian victims, most of them women,” President Roch Marc
Christian Kabore added on Twitter, praising the “bravery
and commitment” of the defense and security forces.

Communications minister and government spokesman
Remis Dandjinou later said 31 of the civilian victims were
women, adding around 20 soldiers and six civilians were
wounded. The president has declared 48 hours of national
mourning. The morning raid was carried out by dozens of
jihadists on motorbikes and lasted several hours before
armed forces backed by the air force drove the militants
back, the army said.

No group immediately claimed responsibility for the
attack, but jihadist violence in Burkina Faso has been
blamed on militants linked to both Al-Qaeda and Islamic
State groups.

560,000 internally displaced 
Leaders of the G5 Sahel nations held summit talks in

Niger earlier this month, calling for closer cooperation and
international support in the battle against the Islamist
threat. Militant violence has spread across the vast Sahel
region, especially in Burkina Faso and Niger, having start-
ed when armed Islamists revolted in northern Mali in 2012.

The Sahel region of Africa lies to the south of the
Sahara Desert and stretches across the breadth of the
African continent. There are 4,500 French troops deployed
in the region as well as a 13,000-strong UN peacekeeping
force in Mali to fight insurgents. 

The G5 group is made up of Chad, Burkina Faso, Mali,
Mauritania and Niger, whose impoverished armies have
the support of French forces as well as the UN in Mali. In
Burkina Faso, more than 700 people have been killed and
around 560,000 internally displaced, according to the
United Nations.

Attacks have targeted mostly the north and east of the
country, though the capital Ouagadougou has been hit
three times. Prior to Tuesday’s attack, Burkina security
forces said they had killed around a hundred jihadists in
several operations since November.

An ambush on a convoy transporting employees of a
Canadian mining company in November killed 37 people.
Attacks have intensified this year as the under-equipped,
poorly trained Burkina Faso army struggles to contain the
Islamist militancy.  The Pentagon is looking into reducing
or even withdrawing US troops from West Africa, part of a
worldwide redeployment of military forces, the New York
Times reported Tuesday.

There are between 6,000 and 7,000 US troops in
Africa, mainly in West Africa but also in places like
Somalia. The US presence includes military trainers as well
as a recently built $110 million drone base in Niger, the
Times said. A withdrawal would also end US support for
French military efforts in Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso in
their war along with local troops against Al-Qaeda and
Islamic State group jihadists. The Pentagon supports them
by providing intelligence, logistical support and aerial
refueling at an annual cost to the Pentagon of some $45
million a year, the Times said.

France has had a major military presence in Mali since
2013, when it launched an intervention against Al-Qaeda-
linked jihadists who had overrun the country’s north.

France then launched a regional counter-terrorism opera-
tion and prodded five countries-Burkina Faso, Chad,
Mauritania, Mali and Niger-to set up their own joint force.
US Secretary of Defense Mark Esper is studying a global
redeployment of US forces with a decreased emphasis on
anti-terrorism operations and a stronger emphasis on con-
fronting China and Russia, the newspaper said.

No decision on the matter was likely before January, it
added. The Pentagon had no immediate comment when
contacted by AFP. President Donald Trump has often
promised to halt the US’s “endless wars.” He has already
ordered a significant reduction of US troops deployed in
Syria, and is on track to do the same in Afghanistan. Some
13,000 US troops remain in Afghanistan. —AFP 
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Britain’s Prince 
Andrew skips 
Christmas Day walk 
SANDRINGHAM, England: Britain’s Prince Andrew
avoided the limelight on Christmas Day by skipping the
royal family’s traditional mid-morning walk to church
and attending an earlier service with other relatives.
Andrew, Queen Elizabeth’s second son, has kept a low
profile since he stepped down from royal duties last
month in the wake of a scandal over his friendship with
convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.

He was filmed walking along a path with his brother
Prince Charles to St Mary Magdalene church near the
Queen’s estate in Sandringham, eastern England in time
for a 9 a.m. service.

He did not join other members of the family walking
along a road to the 11 a.m. service - one of the staples of
the royal calendar. The queen attended both services,
Sky News and other media outlets reported. She was not
accompanied by her husband Prince Philip, 98, who was
only discharged from hospital on Tuesday where he was
being treated for what Buckingham Palace described as
a pre-existing condition. Later in the day, palace staff
say the 93-year-old queen will use her Christmas
address to the nation to stress the value of harmony and
reconciliation after a “bumpy” year for her own family.
Over the past 12 months, her husband got a police warn-
ing for his involvement in a car crash, grandsons Princes
William and Harry publicly fell out and Andrew became
more entangled in the furore over his links to Epstein.
Andrew has denied accusation by a woman who said she
was trafficked by Epstein and forced to have sex with his
friends, including the prince, when she was 17.

Epstein, who had been charged with trafficking
dozens of underage girls, committed suicide in jail in
August. Charles, 71, also attended the 11 a.m. service with
his wife Camilla. Charles’ elder son, Prince William was
present with his wife Kate and two of their children -
Prince George and Princess Charlotte. His younger
brother Prince Harry is spending Christmas in Canada
with his wife Meghan and baby Archie. — Reuters

162 migrants 
rescued off 
Libya land 
in Italy: NGO
ROME:  Some 162 migrants rescued
off the Libyan coast have disembarked
in the southern Italian port of Taranto,
the NGO SOS Mediterranee said
Tuesday. The migrants, including 50
minors and five pregnant women,
“were rescued by the SOS
Mediterranee Search and Rescue
team in two critical rescues in interna-
tional waters off the coast of Libya on
Friday, December 20th,” said the
NGO, which charters the Ocean
Viking rescue ship along with medical
charity Doctors Without Borders.

The first operation involved a rub-
ber dinghy that had deflated and was
carrying 112 “terrified” people on
board, i t  said. Fi f ty others were
plucked from a wooden boat shortly
before midnight the same day “in
dangerous meteorological and mar-

itime conditions,” the NGO added.
The 50 could not be transported to
Malta due to adverse weather condi-
tions. Italian authorities then gave
permission for al l  the rescued
migrants to land in Taranto and the
operation was carr ied out on
Monday, SOS Mediterranee said. It
described both rescue operations as
“extremely difficult.”

“As the weather was rapidly and
severely deteriorating, both cases
would almost certainly have resulted
in tragedies if help had arrived only a
little later,” said Nicola Stalla, the
NGO’s search and rescue coordinator
onboard the Ocean Viking.

Italy renewed a widely criticized
2017 agreement in October with the
Libyan coastguard to block migrants
trying to leave for Europe. Rights
groups say Libya routinely picks up
migrants in the Mediterranean and
brings them back to overcrowded
detention centers, where many have
been victims of abuse and forced
labor. Libya, wracked by conflict
since the 2011 uprising against
Muammar Gaddafi, has become a
major transit route for migrants from
sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere
hoping to reach Europe. — AFP

THIES: In this file photo American soldiers of 1st Battalion, 30th Infantry Regiment, 2nd Infantry Brigade
Combat Team, 3rd Infantry Division take position near a hut during a combined training exercise with
Senegalese 1st Paratrooper Battalion in Thies. The Pentagon is looking into reducing or even withdrawing
US troops from West Africa, part of a worldwide redeployment of military forces, the New York Times report-
ed on Tuesday. — AFP

Trump hopes for
Christmas vase,
not missile test, 
from N Korea
PALM BEACH: US President Donald Trump on
Tuesday said he hoped that North Korea would
not deliver a missile test as its threatened
“Christmas gift” that could reignite global ten-
sions over its nuclear program.

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has prom-
ised the unidentified “gift”-which could be a
missile test-if the US does not make concessions
in nuclear talks by the end of the year.

“We’ll find out what the surprise is and we’ll
deal with it very successfully,” Trump told
reporters at his Mar-a-Lago resort in Florida.
“Everybody’s got surprises for me, but let’s see
what happens. I handle them as they come
along.” “Maybe it’s a nice present, maybe it’s a
present where he sends me a beautiful vase as
opposed to a missile test,” the president joked.
Talks on denuclearization has been largely
deadlocked since a second summit between
Trump and Kim in Hanoi collapsed at the start of
this year. Pyongyang has issued a series of
increasingly assertive comments as its time limit
approaches. It has carried out a series of static

tests at its Sohae rocket facility this month, after
a number of weapons launches in recent weeks. 

Long before taking up residence in the White
House, Donald Trump appeared in “Home Alone
2”-a turn on the big screen he described as an
“honor.” Trump spoke with deployed members
of the military on Tuesday, and one asked him
about his appearance in the Christmas film.

“I was a little bit younger, to put it mildly... It
turned out to be a very big hit, obviously. It’s a
big Christmas hit, one of the biggest,” said Trump,
who had just acquired the Plaza Hotel in New
York, where several scenes for the 1992 film were
shot. “It’s an honor to be involved in something

like that,” said the president, who appeared
briefly in the movie. In the film, little Kevin-played
by Macaulay Culkin and again separated from his
parents-struggles to find his way through the
gilded hotel. He stops a man in a long black over-
coat and red tie to ask him for directions to the
lobby. “Down the hall and to the left,” replies
Trump. Actor Matt Damon claimed in a 2017
interview with The Hollywood Reporter that the
businessman would allow films to be shot in his
buildings as long as he received a part. Trump is
thus-most of the time playing himself-in the
credits of some 20 films and series, including
“Zoolander” and “Sex and the City.” — AFP

Pope prays for 
peace in global 
flashpoints
VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis appealed for peace in
many of the world’s hotspots, singling out the crises in
the Middle East, Venezuela and Lebanon as well as
armed conflicts ravaging many African countries.
“May Christ bring his light to the many children suf-
fering from war and conflicts in the Middle East and
in various countries of the world,” the 83-year-old
pontiff said in his traditional Christmas message at the
Vatican. “May he bring comfort to the beloved Syrian
people who still see no end to the hostilities that have
rent their country over the last decade,” he said, urg-
ing the international community to find solutions to
allow the peoples of that region to live together in
peace and security.”

He used his “Urbi et Orbi” (To the City and the
World) speech to call for a resolution to the crisis in
Lebanon, where he hoped for a return to “harmonious
coexistence”.

In the Middle East, notably Iraq and Yemen, the
pope lamented that “so many people - struggling but
not discouraged - still await a time of peace, security
and prosperity.”

The Argentinian pope, noting that in South America
“a number of nations are experiencing a time of social
and political upheaval,” urged that “the beloved
Venezuelan people... receive the aid they need.” He
said the continent’s crises and “many forms of poverty...
offend the dignity of each person.” The pontiff also
noted that “beloved Ukraine... yearns for concrete
solutions for an enduring peace.” Finally Francis
denounced attacks on Christians in Africa and prayed
for victims of conflict, natural disasters and disease in
the world’s poorest continent. The pontiff urged “com-
fort to those who are persecuted for their religious
faith, especially missionaries and members of the faith-
ful who have been kidnapped, and to the victims of
attacks by extremist groups, particularly in Burkina
Faso, Mali, Niger and Nigeria.”

‘Injustice’ spurs migration 
The pope prayed for migrants undertaking a per-

ilous and potentially deadly sea crossing to Europe to
seek a better life, saying: “It is injustice that makes
them cross deserts and seas that become cemeter-
ies.” “It is injustice that forces them to ensure
unspeakable forms of abuse, enslavement of every
kind and torture in inhumane detention camps. It is
injustice that turns them away from places where
they might have hope for a dignified life, but instead

find themselves before walls of indifference.” Pope
Francis also focused on the eastern part of the
Democratic Republic of Congo, plagued by insecurity
for a quarter of a century due to the presence of
dozens of local and foreign armed groups. “May (Jesus
Christ) bring peace to those living in the eastern part
of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, torn by con-
tinuing conflicts,” the pontiff said. —AFP

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis delivers a speech from the balcony of St Peter’s basilica during the traditional
“Urbi et Orbi” Christmas message to the city and the world, yesterday at St Peter’s square in Vatican. — AFP

PALM BEACH: US President Donald Trump and First Lady Melania Trump attend a Christmas
Eve dinner with his family at Mar-A-Lago in Palm Beach, Florida on Tuesday. — AFP


