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GADAREF, Sudan: Ethiopians who fled fighting in Tigray province are seen in a hut at Um Rakuba camp in this eastern Sudanese province on Monday. — AFP 

Ethiopia eyes Mekele as surrender ultimatum passes
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
said yesterday military operations in the northern Tigray
region would enter a “final” phase, as global pressure
mounted to bring the two-week-old conflict to a swift
end. Fresh air strikes hit the regional capital of Mekele
on Monday as East African leaders called for an end to
the conflict and for dialogue, which Ethiopia has so far
resisted. 

Abiy, last year’s Nobel Peace Prize winner,
announced a military campaign in the dissident region
on November 4, saying it came in response to attacks
by local ruling party, the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF), on federal military camps. The fighting
has left hundreds dead and prompted around 25,000
Ethiopians to flee across the border into Sudan, with
many more refugees expected. On Friday Abiy declared
the TPLF was “in the final throes of death” and gave
troops in the region three days to “rise up” and side
with the national army.

In a Facebook post yesterday morning, he said their

time was up. “The three-day deadline for the Tigray
regional special forces and militia to hand themselves
over to national defense forces instead of being a tool
for the greedy junta has expired. Those Tigray special
forces and militia who used the three-day deadline are
appreciated,” he said. “Since the deadline has been
completed, in the coming days the final law enforcement
activities will be done.”

A communications blackout in Tigray has made it
difficult to assess how the fighting is going. Federal
forces claim to control Tigray’s western zone, where
fighting has been heavy, and over the weekend said they
had seized the town of Alamata, 180 km south of the
regional capital, Mekele. But Tigrayan leader Debretsion
Gebremichael told AFP yesterday that “the government
and people of Tigray” would hold their ground. “This
campaign cannot be finished. As long as the army of the
invaders is in our land, the fight will continue. They can-
not keep us silent by military force,” he said. 

Abiy has resisted calls by world leaders to cease

hostilities and accept mediation. On Monday, his deputy
prime minister Demeke Mekonnen flew to Uganda and
then to Kenya to meet with the presidents of the region-
al heavyweights. “A war in Ethiopia would give the
entire continent a bad image,” Ugandan President
Yoweri Museveni wrote on Twitter after meeting
Demeke. “There should be negotiations and the conflict
stopped, lest it leads to unnecessary loss of lives and
cripples the economy.”

But Museveni later deleted the tweet, and an
Ethiopian official said Demeke made clear negotiations
were not an immediate possibility. Kenya’s President
Uhuru Kenyatta later called for a “peaceful” resolution
of the crisis. Abiy’s government has said there can be no
mediation until Tigray’s leaders have been disarmed and
brought to court. The TPLF dominated Ethiopian poli-
tics for three decades before Abiy came to power in
2018, and a bitter feud has grown as they have been
sidelined from politics, becoming ever more defiant
towards the central government.

Spreading conflict 
A government statement yesterday said the army had

carried out “precision led and surgical air operations
outside of Mekele city based on information received of
specific critical TPLF targets”. Debretsion said there
were civilian casualties, which the government denied. A
resident of Mekele told AFP there was a low-flying war-
plane over the city Monday that was “very scary, very
loud” and that at least one civilian died in a strike not far
from a university campus. Details on the strike and any
casualties could not be verified. In recent days the TPLF
has fired rockets on airports in Ethiopia’s Amhara region,
south of Tigray, and in the capital of neighboring Eritrea.
The TPLF accuses Ethiopia of enlisting Eritrean soldiers
in the fight, which Ethiopia denies. The strikes on Asmara
in particular have reinforced fears Ethiopia’s conflict
could draw in the wider Horn of Africa region. The
Nobel Committee, which awarded its prestigious peace
prize to Abiy for his efforts to heal divisions with Eritrea,
said late Monday it was “deeply concerned”. — AFP 

BILWI, Nicaragua: A girl is seen near a small house at the beach on Monday as Hurricane Iota moved over the Caribbean
towards the Nicaragua-Honduras border. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo meets
Ecumenical Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew I at the Greek
Orthodox Patriarchate yesterday. — AFP

Questions over 
Qaeda future after 
leaders’ ‘deaths’
PARIS: The reported deaths of Al-Qaeda’s top
two leaders in recent months have raised ques-
tions about the future strategy and strength of
the terror network, already a shadow of the
global force it was two decades ago. The New
York Times reported last week that Al-Qaeda’s
deputy leader Abdullah Ahmad Abdullah, who
went by the nom-de-guerre Abu Muhammad Al-
Masri, was secretly killed in Tehran in August by
two Israeli operatives at Washington’s behest.

Meanwhile, prominent experts on Al-Qaeda
have quoted sources as saying that Ayman Al-
Zawahiri, who succeeded Osama Bin Laden as
the chief of the group behind the Sept 11, 2001,
attacks on the United States, is also dead. Iran
has strongly denied the report over the killing of
Abdullah, while Al-Qaeda has not issued any
confirmation of the purported death of al-
Zawahiri through its usual media channels. Yet
the reports have come as questions grow over
Al-Qaeda’s future intentions, with the network
radically different from the franchise that spread
fear around the world under the leadership of
the charismatic Bin Laden.

‘Very typical of AQ’ 
The killing of the Saudi in a US operation in

Pakistan in 2011 left the group in the hands of
Zawahiri, an Egyptian veteran of jihad and the
key Al-Qaeda ideologue, but without Bin Laden’s
ability to rally radicals around the world. Hassan
Hassan, director of the US-based Center for
Global Policy (CGP), said at the weekend that
Zawahiri had died a month ago of natural causes.

And Rita Katz, director of the jihadist media
monitor SITE, said unconfirmed reports were
circulating that Zawahiri had died. “It is very
typical of AQ to not publish news about the
death of its leaders in a timely manner,” she said.
Nonetheless, this is not the first time there have
been reports of Zawahiri’s death, only for him to
re-emerge on several occasions. “Intelligence
agencies believe he is very sick,” said Barak
Mendelsohn, associate professor at Haverford
College and author of several books on Al-
Qaeda and jihadism. “Ultimately, if it did not hap-
pen now, it will happen soon,” he told AFP. If
either or both men are dead, the group they have
left behind can in no way be compared to the
network which planned and carried out the Sept
11 attacks, analysts say.—AFP

Pompeo in Turkey 
for fraught visit 
with no official talks
ISTANBUL: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo paid
a fraught visit to Istanbul yesterday that included no
official meetings and an agenda focused on religious
freedoms that Ankara dismissed as “irrelevant”. Ties
between Washington and its strategic NATO ally have
remained tense despite a personal friendship between
US President Donald Trump and his Turkish counterpart
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

A group of 20 to 30 Turks shouted “Yankee go
home!” as the evangelical Christian Pompeo headed in
for a meeting with the Patriarch Bartholomew I of
Constantinople - the spiritual leader of the Greek
Orthodox world - to express his “strong position” on
religious freedoms. Pompeo had publicly criticised
Erdogan’s controversial conversion of Istanbul’s
emblematic Hagia Sophia monument into a mosque in
July. “An incredible privilege to be here,” Pompeo told
the patriarch. The foreign ministry declared ahead of
Pompeo’s arrival that the US should “first look in the mir-
ror” before making an issue of the “completely irrele-
vant” subject of the freedom of faith in Turkey.

Preparing for Biden 
Pompeo’s seven-nation tour has been complicated by

his unabashed support of Trump’s unsubstantiated claim
of election fraud - and attempts by US allies to position
themselves for Joe Biden’s incoming presidency. The US
diplomat’s two-night stay in Paris included a meeting
with French President Emmanuel Macron but no press
conference that usually follows such talks. Yet the
Turkish leg seemed destined for problems from the start.

Officials said Pompeo wanted to visit Istanbul to see
the patriarch and was only ready to meet Erdogan and
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu on the con-
dition they come to him from the capital Ankara. A meet-
ing seemed possible after intense negotiations before
the talks fell apart. “This was a scheduling issue,” a sen-
ior US official said. “President Erdogan’s schedule shift-
ed and made it impossible to fit the parameters that from
the very beginning we had set out”.—AFP

Hurricane Iota 
tears through 
Central America 
BILWI, Nicaragua: Hurricane Iota was barreling
through Central America yesterday, hours after making
landfall as the strongest Atlantic storm this year along
a stretch of Nicaraguan coast devastated by a power-
ful storm just two weeks ago. Authorities rushed to
evacuate thousands of people from coastal areas of
Nicaragua and Honduras in the immediate path of the
storm. The weather system has already left one person
dead after sweeping the Colombian Caribbean island
territory of Providencia, where it caused widespread
damage.  US forecasters at the National Hurricane
Center warned of “life-threatening storm surge, cata-
strophic winds, flash flooding, and landslides” in
Central America. Iota became the only Atlantic hurri-
cane this year to reach Category 5 status - the maxi-
mum level on the Saffir-Simpson wind scale - soon
before it made landfall in Nicaragua on Monday
evening. Hurricanes of that force destroy homes, wreck
power supplies and most of the affected area is “unin-
habitable for weeks or months,” the NHC said.

The storm dropped to Category 4 before midnight
and by 3:00 am yesterday (0900 GMT) the storm had
slowed substantially with sustained winds of 165 km
per hour. The NHC forecasts Iota to weaken rapidly as
it moves further inland and to dissipate over Central
America by today. Colonel John Fredy Sepulveda, the
police chief on Providencia, said the local hospital had
lost part of its roof and the territory of around 6,000
people was without power.   

Hundreds of people living in Nicaragua’s coastal
indigenous communities near the city of Bilwi were still
waiting to be evacuated earlier Monday after enduring

the last devastating storm to hit the territory just
weeks earlier. “With Hurricane Eta we didn’t get out,
but this one is more dangerous,” said Marisol Ingram,
whose wooden home was badly damaged by Eta and
was at risk of being swept away by Iota. 

Eta made landfall in the same area as a Category 4
hurricane in early November before easing to a tropi-
cal storm, bringing widespread flooding and landslides
that left 200 people dead. The Atlantic has seen a
record storm season this year with 30 named storms
and 13 hurricanes. Warmer seas caused by climate
change are making hurricanes stronger for longer after
landfall, scientists say.

Evacuations underway 
Shelters in Nicaragua, already stretched by those

made homeless by Eta, were being overwhelmed by
new arrivals, Eufemia Hernandez, coordinator of a cen-
ter at Uraccan University, told AFP. In Bilwi, residents
spent the day desperately trying to secure roofs of
flimsy wooden homes. “The wind is too strong, it took
everything, the roof and the wooden windows of my
house,” said Jessi Urbina, a resident of the El Muelle
neighborhood in Bilwi.

Prinsila Glaso, 80, told AFP that her community
south of Bilwi had been “destroyed” in the wake of Eta,
and the coming Hurricane Iota would leave little
behind. “I haven’t eaten. I don’t know where I’m going
to sleep here. I’m very sad,” she said. Other local resi-
dents said that the wind blew the roofs off of houses
“like they were made of cardboard.”

El Salvador declared a “red alert” ahead of the hur-
ricane’s projected path through Central America.
Neighboring Guatemala, with vast areas still recover-
ing from Eta, was also on high alert. Iota had already
caused strong gusts and heavy rainfall in parts of
Honduras, according to disaster agency COPECO.
Local media reported that more than 175,000 people
had been evacuated since Saturday, mostly in areas
previously flooded by Eta. —AFP


