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Algeria reviews 
security as Turkey 
readies Libya 
intervention
ALGIERS: Algeria’s newly elected
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune has
chaired a rare meeting of the country’s
top security body to discuss contin-
gency plans for a threatened Turkish mil-
itary intervention in neighboring Libya.

The High Security Council met on
Thursday and “discussed the situation in
the region, particularly on the borders
with Libya and Mali”, the president’s
office said in a statement. “It decided on
a battery of measures to boost the pro-
tection of our borders and national terri-
tory, and to revitalize Algeria’s role on
the international stage, particularly con-
cerning these two issues.”

The statement did not elaborate on
the measures to be taken but said the
council would meet again “periodically
and whenever necessary”. Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on
Thursday opened the way for direct mil-
itary intervention in Libya, announcing a
parliamentary vote in early January on
sending troops to support the UN-rec-
ognized Tripoli government against the
forces of strongman Khalifa Haftar. 

The same day, Libya’s Government of
National Accord said it may officially
seek Turkish military support in the face
of Haftar’s months-long offensive to
seize Tripoli. Turkey and its regional ally
Qatar have already supplied an array of
weapons to the Tripoli government,
including drones, but is now threatening
a sharp escalation.  

In Mali and adjacent countries of the
sprawling Sahel region, France has a
4,500-member force which has been
fighting jihadists since 2013. Forty-one
soldiers have died. Last month, 13 French
soldiers were killed in a helicopter crash
in the north of Mali as they hunted
jihadists-the biggest single-day loss for
the French military in nearly four
decades.  The Pentagon is looking into
reducing or even withdrawing US troops
from the region, including those sup-
porting the French operation, the New
York Times reported on Tuesday. 

Meanwhile, Libya’s UN-recognized
unity government in Tripoli has request-
ed military support from Turkey, an
agreement which Ankara will honor,
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s top
press aide said on Friday.

“Libya’s government has requested
Turkey’s military support. As President
Erdogan said, we will of course honor our
agreement,” Fahrettin Altun tweeted.  His
comments come a day after Erdogan said
the Turkish parliament would vote on
January 8 or 9 on a motion to send troops
to Libya in a bid to bolster the govern-

ment in Tripoli against strongman Khalifa
Haftar’s self-styled Libyan National Army.
“We’re supporting the internationally
recognized legitimate government in
Libya. Outside powers must stop sup-
porting illegitimate groups against the
Libyan government,” Altun wrote.

New reports have claimed that Russia
has sent mercenaries to fight on Haftar’s
side-which was denied by Moscow. The
United Nations has also accused the
strongman’s forces of recruiting fighters
from Sudan. “As we support the Libyan

government, we do not want Libya to be
a war zone,” Altun said.  “Those regional
forces working to reestablish repressive
regimes unaccountable to people are
active in Libya. Their efforts to install
client governments will not succeed.”

Ankara signed a security and military
cooperation deal with the Tripoli-based
Government of National Accord (GNA)
in November. Separately, it also inked a
maritime jurisdiction agreement with the
GNA-which has drawn international
criticism including from Greece. —AFP

Election runoff 
set to cap 
turbulent year in
Guinea-Bissau
BISSAU, Guinea-Bissau: Voters in Guinea-
Bissau are being called out to cast their bal-
lots in a presidential runoff today, capping a
year of turmoil in the poor, coup-prone West
African state.

After months of acrimony, people are
being asked to choose between two former
prime ministers-Domingos Simoes Pereira,
from the traditional ruling PAIGC party, and
opposition figure Umaro Sissoco Embalo.
Embalo, a former general who wears a red-
and-white Arab keffiyeh headress, is pitch-

ing himself as a unifier of the nation.
He is gambling that he can overhaul

Pereira’s lead by getting backing from losing
candidates in the first round in November.
“Umaro Sissoco Embalo has been able to
ral ly al l  of the country’s heavyweights
behind him,” said political analyst Agusto
Nhaga.

A small country of 1.8 million people,
Guinea-Bissau gained independence in 1974,
but has suffered a string of military coups,
attempted coups and political assassinations
ever since.

After the latest coup in 2012, the West
African regional bloc ECOWAS deployed a
nearly 700-member force to try to stabilize
the country. 

Raucous campaign 
The election campaign passed loudly and

colorfully and with no violence.  The two
weeks before the runoff vote saw parades in
the capital Bissau by supporters of rival can-

didates, touting effigies of their champions.
Pereira, 56, a civil engineer by training,

won 40.1 percent of the vote in the first
round on November 24.  He belongs to the
African Party for the Independence of
Guinea and Cape Verde (PAIGC), which is
historically rooted in the fight to end
Portugal’s colonial rule.

Embalo, 47, came second with 27.65 per-
cent. He represents Madem, an opposition
party formed by PAIGC rebels.  The latest
crisis erupted in 2015 when the incumbent
president, Jose Mario Vaz, sacked Pereira as
prime minister, a move that incensed the
PAIGC.

Thereafter, Vaz was unable to get parlia-
mentary backing for his proposed prime
ministers-and parliament did not sit for
nearly two years until April 2018 when
Aristides Gomes was appointed “consensus”
prime minister. Vaz himself contested the
first round of voting, but came in a lowly
fourth, with just 12.4 percent. —AFP

Sudan, rebels
agree plan to end
conflict in Darfur
JUBA: The Sudanese government and nine rebel groups
yesterday signed an agreement on a roadmap towards
ending the bloody conflict in the Darfur region. The
deal outlines different issues the parties will need to
negotiate during the latest round of talks in Juba.

“We believe this is an important step,” said Ahmed
Mohamed, the chief negotiator on Darfur matters from
the Sudan Revolutionary Front or SRF, a coalition of
nine rebel groups involved in talks with the Sudanese
government. “This step no doubt will help the process
to achieve a lasting peace in Darfur and also it will
enable the transitional process in Sudan to move
smoothly without hindrances,” Mohamed told AFP.
Among the issues they agreed need to be tackled are
the root causes of the conflict, the return of refugees
and internally displaced people, power sharing and the
integration of rebel forces into the national army. 

The deal also states that the Sudanese government
will address land issues, such as the destruction of
property during the conflict. Khartoum has been nego-
tiating with different rebel groups in the capital of
South Sudan for two weeks, in the latest round of
efforts to end conflicts in Darfur, Blue Nile and South
Kordofan. Rebels in these areas fought bloody cam-
paigns against marginalization by Khartoum under
ousted president Omar Al-Bashir. —AFP

BEIRUT: Civilians on Friday packed a road leading out
of a flashpoint town in northwest Syria, where two
weeks of heightened regime and Russian bombardment
has displaced 235,000 people.  Pick-up trucks carrying
mattresses, clothes and house-hold appliances ferried
entire families out of southern Idlib province, most
heading towards safer areas further north, said an AFP
correspondent on the ground.  Since mid-December,
regime forces and their Russian allies have heightened
bombardment on the southern edge of the final major
opposition-held pocket of Syria, eight years into the
country’s devastating war. The latest violence in the
jihadist-dominated Idlib region has killed scores of
civilians, despite an August ceasefire deal and interna-
tional calls for a de-escalation.

More than 235,000 people fled the area between
December 12 and 25, mostly from the beleaguered city
of Maaret Al-Numan which has been left “almost emp-
ty”, according to the United Nations’ humanitarian
coordination agency OCHA. OCHA spokesman David
Swanson said Friday that more than 80 per cent of
those who have fled southern Idlib this month are
women and children. 

“I can’t live in the camps,” said Umm Abdo, a moth-
er of five who recently arrived in a displacement camp
in the town of Dana, north of Idlib’s provincial capital.

“The rain is very strong, and we need heating...
clothes, and food,” she said, her tired eyes showing
through her veil. 

Fierce battles, squalid camps 
The Idlib region hosts some three million people,

including many displaced by years of violence in other
parts of Syria. It is dominated by the country’s former
Al-Qaeda affiliate, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, whose chief
this week urged jihadists and allied rebels to head to
the frontlines and battle “the Russian occupiers” and
the regime.

Since December 19, HTS jihadists and their rebel

allies have been locked in fierce battles with regime
forces around Maaret al-Numan. Damascus loyalists
have seized dozens of towns and villages from jihadists
in clashes that have killed hundreds of fighters on both
sides.  The advances have brought them to within four
kilometers (two and a half miles) of Maaret Al-Numan,
one of Idlib’s largest urban centers.  According to
OCHA, ongoing battles have further amplified dis-
placement from the area and the nearby town of
Saraqeb.

“People from Saraqab and its eastern countryside
are now fleeing in anticipation of fighting directly
affecting their communities next,” it said. 

The mass displacement could not come at a worse
time, with heavy rainfall flooding squalid camps for the
displaced. “Being forced to move in winter months
exacerbates existing vulnerabilities, particularly of the
women, children, elderly, people with disabilities and
other vulnerable groups,” OCHA said.

Aid suspended 
Since mid-December, the fighting has killed nearly

80 civilians, according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights war monitor. US President Donald
Trump reacted to the violence in a tweet on Thursday,
saying that “Russia, Syria, and Iran are killing, or on
their way to killing, thousands of innocent civilians in
Idlib Province”.

He added that Turkey was “working hard to stop
this carnage”. The escalation has forced aid groups to
suspend operations in the area, exasperating already
dire humanitarian conditions, OCHA said. 

Idlib’s residents mainly depend on critical cross-
border aid, which came under threat last week after
Russia and China vetoed a UN Security Council reso-
lution that would have extended such deliveries for a
year.  The move raised fears that vital UN-funded aid
could stop entering Idlib from January unless an alter-
native agreement is reached.

The Syrian regime pulled out of its last outposts in
Idlib province in 2015, following fierce battles with
rebels and Al-Qaeda-affiliated jihadists. The Damascus
regime, which now controls 70 percent of Syria, has
repeatedly vowed to take back the region.  Backed by
Moscow, Damascus launched a blistering offensive
against Idlib in April, killing around 1,000 civilians and
displacing more than 400,000 people.

Despite a ceasefire announced in August, the

bombardment has continued, prompting Turkey this
week to press for a fresh ceasefire deal during talks
in Moscow.

France on Tuesday called for an “immediate de-
escalation”, warning of deteriorating humanitarian
conditions.  The war in Syria has killed more than
370,000 people and displaced millions since it began
with anti-government demonstrations brutally crushed
by security forces. —AFP

Beleaguered city of Maaret Al-Numan left ‘almost empty’

More than 235,000 civilians flee 
intense bombing in NW Syria

HASAKEH: An elderly Syrian woman carries a toddler as others gather at the Washukanni camp for internally
displaced persons (IDP) in the mainly Kurdish northeastern Syrian province of Hasakeh on Friday. —AFP

TRIPOLI: People attend a demonstration against eastern Libyan strongman Khalifa
Haftar and in support of the UN-recognized government of national accord (GNA) in
the Martyrs’ Square in the GNA-held capital Tripoli yesterday. —AFP

Philippines bans 
US senators, mulls 
visa for Americans 
MANILA: The Philippines banned two US
senators and threatened to introduce visa
restrictions for Americans entering the coun-
try, the president’s spokesman said Friday, if
Washington pushes ahead with sanctions
against Filipino officials involved in jailing a
leading opposition leader.

Senators Richard Durbin and Patrick

Leahy were banned from entering the
country after introducing a provision in the
2020 US budget that would prevent offi-
cials  involved in the incarcerat ion of
Senator Leila de Lima from entering the
US, presidential  spokesman Salvador
Panelo said. De Lima, one of the highest-
profile critics of Duterte’s controversial war
on drugs, has been imprisoned since
February 2017 over a drug charge-but has
claimed innocence, and accused him of per-
secuting political opponents.

“If they will enforce this provision in the
US budget, then we will be compelled to
require all Americans entering into this coun-

try to secure a visa before they can be
allowed entry,” Panelo said on Friday.

American tourists-who can enter visa-free
for up to 30 days-account for more than a
tenth of arrivals, according to the Philippines
tourism department. The senators’ provision
allows the US to deny entry to Philippine offi-
cials if the state department finds “credible
information” on those involved in the “wrong-
ful imprisonment” of De Lima. “We will not sit
idly if they continue to interfere with our
processes as a sovereign nation,” Panelo said.

De Lima, in a written statement from jail,
thanked the senators for the provision, saying
“impunity cannot last”—AFP


