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In northeast Syria, 
US and Russia in 
fragile coexistence
QAMISHLI: On a Syrian highway, Hussein
Abdel Hamid recently found himself trapped
inside his car. A US army patrol had
encountered Russian tanks down the road,
neither allowing the other passage. The inci-
dent two weeks ago is not a rare sight in
war-torn northeastern Syria, where Russian
and US forces demonstrate a fragile coexis-
tence despite backing opposite sides in the
nine-year conflict. “We always see US and
Russian forces going head-to-head,” Abdel
Hamid, a 55-year-old Syrian Kurd, said.
“Just like taxis,” they keep trying to cut each
other off on the road, he added.

A staunch opponent of the Syrian
regime, Washington first deployed troops in
northeast Syria in 2014 as part of a coalition
to combat the Islamic State group. Russia,
for its part, has militarily backed the govern-
ment of President Bashar Al-Assad since
2015, but did not deploy its forces in the
northeast until late last year, following a
Turkish invasion against Kurdish fighters.
Turkey’s offensive in October was spurred
in part by US President Donald Trump who
said he was pulling his forces out of border
areas in the northeast.

Feeling abandoned by their erstwhile
allies in the anti-IS battle, the Kurds turned

to Damascus and Moscow to prevent a
deeper incursion into their region. Since
then, Russian soldiers and American troops
have rubbed shoulders in Kurdish-held ter-
ritories, where their patrols cross paths reg-
ularly, flags fluttering simultaneously on
opposite sides of the road. AFP correspon-
dents have often seen soldiers using binoc-
ulars to watch each other’s movements.

‘Exceptional situation’ 
“I think the joint presence of Russia and

the United States in northeastern Syria is an
exceptional situation,” said Syria researcher
Samuel Ramani. In a video shared on social
media in February, a US military vehicle is
seen nudging a Russian armoured vehicle
that was trying to overtake it off the road.
But the presence of Russian troops has also
helped US forces avoid a face-off with
Syrian regime forces.

In early March, two American armored
vehicles found themselves only 50 meters
from a Syrian army position and had to wait
for the return of a Russian patrol in order to
leave, local sources said. In February,
Moscow said Russia came to the rescue of
American troops who came under attack by
Assad loyalists who opened fire and tried to
block its passage. Despite all these tensions,
Ramani said he thought “the risk of a major
confrontation is very limited”.

“Russia and the US might not have much
experience with close geographical proxim-
ity, but they have a history of fighting in tan-
dem on opposite sides in the Syrian civil

war,” he said. Charles Thepaut, of the
Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
agreed that “neither the Russians nor the
Americans are interested in direct con-
frontation”. But these incidents did however
“show how fragile the situation is on the
ground”. “The concentration of forces hos-
tile to each other... in a small area where
everybody has to use the same roads makes
things dangerous,” he added.

Competing interests 
Syria is the only country in decades to

have seen both American and Russian forces

on the ground at the same time. In February
2018, US-led coalition strikes killed dozens
of regime and allied fighters near oil and gas
installations in eastern Syria.

Moscow said five Russians were likely
among the victims, blaming the incident on
a “lack of co-ordination” by the pro-Assad
group with Russian command. But today,
deconfliction channels in place since 2015
to prevent any clash between the Russians
and the Americans seem to be bearing their
fruit. Any escalation will likely be contained,
“unless one of the parties really wants to
show strength,” Thepaut said. —AFP

Asia’s love of stinky 
durian could power 
tuk-tuks and phones
KUALA LUMPUR: Pungent, spiky durian - a fruit
banned in many public places in Asia due to its foul
smell - has been used by scientists to store electricity,
and could one day help power electric vehicles and
mobile phones across the region. University of Sydney
researchers took the non-edible waste from durian and
jackfruit - usually disposed of in landfill at a high cost -
to create environmentally friendly and odor-free elec-
tricity storage for fast charging.

“We looked at durian and jackfruit because about
70% of the fruit is not edible,” Vincent Gomes, an
associate professor at the university, said yesterday.
“We thought about using the template that nature pro-
vides - a waste material with zero cost that is typically
sent to landfill - and processed that into making this
super-capacitor electrode,” he said. Durian, described

by some as smelling like an open sewer or turpentine
when ripe, is considered a delicacy and is hugely popu-
lar across many parts of Asia, where it is known as the
“king of fruits”.

The region, like other parts of the world, is investing
heavily in renewable energy projects in order to meet
its international climate pledges and cut planet-warm-
ing emissions. The researchers ground down the durian
waste, and in an inexpensive, non-toxic and non-haz-
ardous process that included heating the substance in
water and freeze-drying it, they were able to create
energy stores for fast electricity charging.

Renewable energy can be banked while it is being gen-
erated, for use later, with solar power a “particularly attrac-
tive” source as there is so much available across Southeast
Asia. “To be able to store that inexpensively, in large quan-
tities, would be a big game-changer,” said Gomes, who
also “loves” the taste of durian. “One can store the energy
and use it at night when the sun isn’t shining.”

Batteries made from durian and jackfruit would last
longer and charge faster than the lithium-ion batteries
currently used to power mobile phones, tablets and
electric cars, said Gomes. The researchers are now
talking to companies with the aim of making a proto-

type battery that could eventually be marketed. “A fan-
tastic outcome would be to have these super-capaci-
tors charge, for example, tuk-tuks or scooters quickly,”
Gomes said. “In villages, instead of burning diesel
engines they can rely on these energy storage devices
to light up throughout the day,” he added.  —Reuters

Influential northern 
Nigeria traditional 
ruler dethroned 
KANO: The influential traditional ruler of northern
Nigeria’s largest city of Kano was yesterday removed
from his position after a long-running row with the
authorities. The Emir of Kano is by tradition the sec-
ond most senior Islamic ruler in Africa’s most populous
nation, after the Sultan of Sokoto. Emir Lamido Sanusi,
who ascended the throne in 2014, was accused of “dis-
respect to lawful instructions”, the state government
said in a statement.  The government said his removal
was also to safeguard the “sanctity, culture, tradition,
religion and prestige” of the Kano state emirate estab-
lished over a millennium ago. 

Sanusi, a former head of Nigeria’s central bank,
has been at loggerheads with state governor
Abdullahi Ganduje due to his outspokenness against
the authorities and allegations he supported the
opposition at last year’s elections.  Ganduje won re-
election as governor and quickly ordered the cre-
ation of four new emirates in Kano, in a bid to reduce
Sanusi’s control and influence.  The traditional ruler
has also been probed by state lawmakers for alleged-
ly having misappropriated funds meant for his office.
The embattled emir denies the charges. 

In his previous job as central bank chief, the 58-
year-old was credited with reforming Nigeria’s
under-performing banking sector. But he was sacked
from that role in February 2014 after he accused the
state-run Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation
of not remitting some 20 billion dollars to state cof-
fers.  Last month, the outspoken emir accused politi-
cal and religious leaders in the north of not doing
enough for the region, which he said widened the
poverty gap between the mainly-Muslim north and
the majority-Christian south.  —AFP

KHARTOUM: Sudanese Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok
survived an assassination attempt targeting his convoy as he
headed to work yesterday morning in the capital Khartoum,
officials said. Hamdok said he was in “good shape” and that
what had happened would be “an additional push to the
wheel of change in Sudan”, where he heads a transitional
government following the overthrow last year of long-time
President Omar Al-Bashir.

Hamdok’s government is struggling to manage a severe
economic crisis that triggered months of protests against
Bashir and continued after his downfall in April. Three wit-
nesses told Reuters the attack
happened near the northern
entrance to the Kober bridge,
which crosses the Blue Nile
from Khartoum North to the
city centre, where Hamdok’s
office is located.

The convoy appeared to have
been targeted from above, they
said. State radio said it had been
hit by gunfire and a projectile,
while state television said it had
been targeted by a car bomb. “I
saw the moment of the explosion
and the strike, and the strike came from a high building,” one
witness said. Images broadcast on regional TV channels and
social media showed a convoy including several damaged
white SUVs and a badly damaged car.

Large crowds of onlookers gathered as police tried to
secure the site. One member of Hamdok’s entourage suffered
light injuries, a government statement said. An investigation
was launched into who was behind the attack, said
Information Minister Faisal Salih. “Terrorist attempts and

dismantling the old regime will be dealt with decisively. What
happened not only targeted the prime minister himself but
targeted the Sudanese revolution.”

Tense transition
Hamdok leads a government of technocrats under a pow-

er-sharing agreement between the military and civilian
groups for a transitional period due to last until late 2022.
Relations between civilians and the military have been tense,
and the government has encountered resistance as it tries to
implement economic reforms. Transitional authorities are

also taking steps to disempower
Bashir’s supporters, including
parts of the security services. In
mid-January, armed security
agents linked to Bashir fought
soldiers in Khartoum for several
hours, after a dispute linked to
severance packages.

Soon after Bashir’s overthrow,
authorities said they had thwart-
ed several coup attempts by mil-
itary officers. “The attempted
assassination of Prime Minister
Abdalla Hamdok is the new

episode in a series of coup plots against the revolution,”
Khalid Omer, a leading member of the civilian coalition that
backed last year’s uprising, said on Twitter. Hamdok is an
economist and former senior United Nations official who is
well connected with the international community.

Britain’s ambassador to Sudan, Irfan Siddiq, called yester-
day’s incident “a deeply worrying event” which “reaffirmed
the fragile nature of this transition and the vital role being
played by the PM”. Thousands of anti-military protesters

have held demonstrations in recent weeks to support
Hamdok and his government. After yesterday’s attack the
Sudanese Professionals Association (SPA), which spear-

headed the anti-Bashir movement, called for further rallies to
display unity and support for civilian rule, and witnesses said
crowds had begun to gather around midday. —Reuters

Convoy hit by gunfire near centre of capital

Sudan’s Prime Minister survives an
assassination attempt in Khartoum

KHARTOUM: Sudanese rescue teams and security forces gather next to damaged vehicles at the site of
an assassination attempt against Sudan’s Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok, who survived the attack with
explosives unharmed, in the capital Khartoum yesterday. —AFP

QAMISHLI: This picture taken yesterday in the city of Qamishli in Syria’s northeast-
ern Hasakah province, shows Russian military vehicles driving in a convoy from
the town of Tal Tamr to Qamishli airport. —AFP

BANGKOK: Tuk-tuk drivers wait for tourists in front of the Grand
Palace in Bangkok.  —AFP

Erdogan seeks more 
EU help for refugees 
stuck in Turkey
BRUSSELS: Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan will
seek European financial, political and military support
in talks yesterday with EU and NATO leaders but will
be told he must first stop encouraging migrants to
cross his country’s borders into Greece. Tens of thou-
sands of migrants have been trying to get into
Greece, an EU member state, since Ankara said on
Feb. 28 it would no longer try to keep them on its ter-
ritory as agreed in a 2016 deal in return for billions of
euros in aid for refugees. 

Turkey hosts some 3.6 million refugees from Syria,
where its troops are facing off against Russian-
backed Syrian government forces. Erdogan repeated
his criticism on Sunday that the EU had failed to pro-

vide sufficient help for the refugees. “The events at
the Greek-Turkish border clearly point to politically
motivated pressure on the EU’s external border,” the
head of the European Commission, Ursula von der
Leyen, said ahead of her talks with Erdogan in
Brussels yesterday evening. “Finding a solution to this
situation will require relieving the pressure that is put
on the border,” she told a news conference.

Precondition
The EU is keen to avoid a repeat of the 2015-2016

migrant crisis, when more than one million people,
mostly from the Middle East and Asia, reached the EU
via Turkey and Greece. That flow was largely halted
by the 2016 deal, which the EU hopes to salvage,
though Turkey now fears a new influx of refugees fol-
lowing an upsurge in fighting in Syria. The EU says it
has so far paid about half of a promised 6 billion euros
to help Turkey finance housing, schools and medical
centers for the refugees on its soil. It has dangled the
prospect of further aid, but has yet to deliver.

“A precondition for any additional EU help should

be to stop all support to illegal border crossings and
move people away from the border,” a German con-
servative member of the European Parliament,
Manfred Weber, said yesterday. The 2016 accord had
also envisaged the EU taking in thousands of Syrian
refugees directly from Turkey, rewarding Turks with
visa-free travel to the bloc and faster progress in EU
membership talks. But ties between the two soured
following a botched coup against Erdogan in July
2016. The EU criticized the scale of Erdogan’s post-
coup crackdown on dissent and has effectively frozen
Turkey’s long-stalled bid to join the bloc.

Turkey, which is a NATO member, wants more
European support in Syria, where it aims to build set-
tlements for the refugees. “Turkey has requested a
political exchange with the EU, dialogue to put all
things on the table. We can do that, but not under
pressure,” an EU diplomat said. Erdogan will meet
NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg at 1530
GMT and then later the EU Commission’s von der
Leyen and the chairman of the bloc’s national leaders,
Charles Michel. —Reuters

As global traffic jams 
mount, cities try ways 
to ease congestion 
CHICAGO: Car traffic is worsening in the United States and
many cities around the world, a study found, but congestion
charges and novel policies in some cities have proven effec-
tive in reducing the number of vehicles on the road. Many
cities are working to reduce car travel as they try to cut car-
bon dioxide emissions and shorten commuting times. Still,
drivers in 2019 overall spent more time stuck in traffic than in
previous years, according to a study by transportation ana-
lytics firm INRIX Inc, ranking congestion in more than 900
cities worldwide.

In the United States, drivers on average lost 99 hours last
year due to congestion, the report calculated, two hours more
than in 2017. Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, New York City
and Washington led the ranking as the most severely congest-
ed US cities. Overall, time lost in traffic cost the US economy
an estimated $88 billion last year, INRIX calculated using
labor market and wage statistics.

On a global scale, the five most congested cities are Bogota,
Colombia, Brazil’s Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City, Turkey’s
Istanbul and Sao Paulo, Brazil. Overall, the most congested
cities are either older or rapidly growing, the report showed.
INRIX collected and analyzed anonymous, aggregated loca-
tion data from car makers, mobile apps and freight fleets.
Trevor Reed, INRIX transportation analyst and author of the
report, said congestion fees in London, Sweden’s Stockholm
and Singapore have significantly reduced car traffic.

New York will be the first US city to implement congestion
pricing in 2021. Chicago and Los Angeles have commissioned
studies on such charges. Novel initiatives in New York and San
Francisco to ban cars from main streets have also boosted bus
ridership and reduced commuting times without causing grid-
lock on neighboring streets, data showed. Critics of the INRIX
report say focusing solely on car traffic speed is an insufficient
measure to improve commuting times for everyone. —Reuters
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