
MARIB: Yemen’s Houthi rebels could be on the
verge of changing the course of the war as they
close in on a key northern city, experts say, warn-
ing millions of refugees are at risk. Hundreds of
fighters have died in fierce clashes this month
after the Iran-backed insurgents renewed their
campaign for Marib, the government’s last bastion
in the oil-rich northern region. Seizing Marib
would be a game-changer, completing the rebels’
takeover of Yemen’s north while giving them con-
trol of oil resources and the upper hand in any
peace negotiations.

It also raises fears for the more than two mil-
lion refugees living in camps in the region after
fleeing other frontline cities during the long-run-
ning conflict. “The battle of Marib will determine
the future of  Yemen,”
Abdulghani Al-Iryani, a
senior researcher at the
Sanaa Center for
Strategic Studies said.
“Houthis control most of
the governorate and are
closing in on the city.”
The severe threat to
Marib comes just over
seven years after the
rebels overran the
national capital Sanaa,
just 120 kilometers to the east, in 2014.

The takeover prompted the Saudi-led inter-
vention to prop up the government the following
year. The grinding war has created what the
United Nations calls the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis with millions of displaced people on
the brink of famine. “The refugees will probably
pay the highest price for this destructive war,”
said Iryani.

Air bombardments
Marib sits at a crossroads between the south-

ern and northern regions and is key to controlling

Yemen’s north. If it falls, the Houthis could be
emboldened to push into the government-held
south, analysts say. Ahmed Nagi, of the Malcolm
H. Kerr Carnegie Middle East Center, said they
have made significant advances after opening
new fronts around Marib in recent weeks. If they
seize the city, “the Houthis will use Marib to
advance towards the southern governorates bor-
dering it”, he said.

The Houthis began a big push to seize Marib in
February and, after a lull, they renewed their cam-
paign this month, prompting intense air bombard-
ments from coalition forces. “Losing Marib to the
Houthis could change the course of the war,” said
Elisabeth Kendall, researcher at the University of
Oxford’s Pembroke College. “It would be another

nail in the coffin of the
government’s  c laim to
authority and would
strengthen Houthi lever-
age in any projected
peace talks.”

According to Iryani,
there still lies the possi-
bility that Marib’s tribes
and parties, which fight
on the government side,
accept a Houthi deal to
spare the city destruc-

tion. “It’s unlikely that they will fight their way
into the city. More likely, they will strike a deal.
Neither side wishes to engage in a bloody urban
battle,” he said. “The offer stipulates the local
government disavow the coalition, declare neu-
trality and share the governorate’s resources
with (the rebels in) Sanaa. “In return, Houthis
will leave the city alone and recognize its local
government.”

‘Dire’ fallout 
The city had between 20,000 and 30,000

inhabitants before the war, but its population has

ballooned as Yemenis fled there from other parts
of the country. With about 139 refugee camps in
the province, according to the government, host-
ing approximately 2.2 million people, the dis-
placed civilians are caught in the line of fire once
again. “As they disperse, it will be harder for them
to access humanitarian assistance and, with the
spectre of famine looming over Yemen, the Marib
battle will make it more imminent,” said Iryani.
Kendall said “if the rebels seize Marib, the impact
on the humanitarian situation will be dire”, while
Nagi predicted a “huge” disaster.

About 80 percent of the 30 million people in
Yemen, long the Arabian Peninsula’s poorest
country, are dependent on aid. While the UN and
the US are pushing for an end to the war, the
Houthis have demanded the reopening of Sanaa
airport, closed under a Saudi blockade since 2016,
before any ceasefire or negotiations. “Taking over
Marib will not push the Houthis to accept the bro-
kered peace or even to be committed to it if it is
accepted,” said Nagi. “On the contrary, it encour-
ages Houthis to move to the other southern parts
to ensure its full control over all Yemen.”—AFP
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MARIB: Fighters loyal to Yemen’s Saudi-backed government perform a traditional dance at a position near
the frontline facing Iran-backed Houthi rebels in the country’s northeastern province of Marib. —AFP

Exiled from Crimea, 
Tatars struggle start 
over in Ukraine
KIEV: Born in exile, Rustem Skybin returned to
his ancestral homeland Crimea in the mid-1990s
only to be uprooted-just like his family before
him-nearly 20 years later. The 45-year-old ceram-
ics artist is among thousands of ethnic Tatars to
have fled Crimea for mainland Ukraine since 2014,
when Moscow captured the peninsula and made it
part of Russia. The Muslim minority opposed
Russia’s takeover, fearing a repeat of Soviet-era
repressions like the mass deportations that drove
Skybin’s relatives to Uzbekistan in Central Asia.

Today, many among those fleeing say their
fears of Kremlin rule are being borne out. “If we
look at the past, they did everything to prevent
our people from existing,” Skybin told AFP in his
workshop stacked with ornately painted crockery
in Kiev. “And what they’re doing now does not
guarantee it will change. In fact, now, there are
repressions, political orders, imprisonment.” Most
of Crimea’s approximately 300,000 Tatars boy-
cotted a disputed vote set up by Moscow in 2014
on integrating with Russia.

Authorities cracked down hard on the Turkic

minority after the takeover, banning its traditional
assembly, the Mejlis, closing a Tatar television
channel and detaining activists. The arrest this
month of the deputy head of the Mejlis, Nariman
Dzhelial, on charges of conspiring to blow up a
gas pipeline with several other activists was the
latest shock to the beleaguered community. “This
situation has dealt a painful blow to families,”
Skybin said of the crackdown and the exodus it
spurred.

History repeats itself 
Although he now has a stable life in Ukraine’s

capital Kiev, his mother and sister returned home,
and his marriage collapsed. Fearing for his safety,
he has not visited Crimea since 2017. “There are
fewer and fewer opportunities to visit or cross the
border. We all want to see each other and we are
all separated from each other,” Skybin told AFP.
Russia, which has jailed more than 90 Tatars, has
rejected allegations the arrests are politically moti-
vated, saying it targets only Islamists or pro-Kiev
“terrorists”.

Speaking to Russian journalists this month, the
head of a Tatar cultural society, Eyvaz Umerov,
described Crimea as a “multi-ethnic” society where
various groups live in “harmony”. Still, Kremlin rule
has forced an estimated 10 percent of Tatars to
leave Crimea since 2014, an exodus that 33-year-
old rights activist Alim Aliev described as a “brain
drain.” “The most active people have left: students,

young specialists, businesspeople, political and cul-
tural figures and journalists,” said the co-founder of
Crimea SOS, a non-governmental group.

It is a fate that many in the community, which has
lived on the peninsula for centuries, say has repeat-
ed throughout their history. After Tsarist Russia
took over Crimea in 1783 hundreds of thousands of
Tatars fled the peninsula to escape religious and
political persecution. Under Joseph Stalin, they
were accused of collaborating with Nazi Germany
and deported to Central Asia. Nearly half died of
starvation or disease. —AFP
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Greece to buy French 
warships in boost for 
EU defense
PARIS: France and Greece yesterday signed a
multibillion-euro deal for Athens to buy three
French warships, in an accord hailed by
President Emmanuel Macron as a major boost
for the EU’s defense ambitions. The memoran-
dum of understanding for the purchase of the
Belharra frigates was inked less than two weeks
after France was left reeling by the cancellation
by Australia of a contract to buy French sub-
marines as part of a new defense pact with
Britain and the US.

Macron said after meeting Greek Prime Minister
Kyriakos Mitsotakis at the Elysee Palace that
Greece would buy the three frigates from France as
part of a deeper “strategic partnership” between
the two countries to defend their shared interests in
the Mediterranean. The deal marks “an audacious
first step towards European strategic autonomy”,
Macron said. 

He called Athens’ decision to buy the Belharra
ships “a sign of confidence” in France’s defense
industry, against competition notably from the
American group Lockheed Martin, according to
press reports. The deal also sent a clear signal
from Paris after its stinging loss this month of a
multibillion-euro contract for submarines with
Australia, which announced it would instead buy
nuclear-powered subs from the US.

“It contributes to European security and the
reinforcement of Europe’s strategic autonomy
and sovereignty, and therefore to international
peace and security,” Macron said. The French
leader has long insisted that Europe needs to
develop its own defense capabilities and no
longer be so reliant on the United States, even
warning that NATO was undergoing “brain
death”.  “Today is a historic day for Greece and
France. We have decided to upgrade our bilater-
al defensive cooperation,” Mitsotakis said. He
said the agreement involves “mutual support”
and “joint action at all levels,” as well as an
option to purchase a fourth frigate. —APF
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KIEV: Rustem Skybin, 45, ceramics artist, attends an
interview with AFP at his workshop in Kiev. Born in exile,
Rustem Skybin returned to his ancestral homeland
Crimea in the mid-1990s only to be uprooted-just like
his family before him-nearly 20 years later. —AFP

COVID treatments: 
What works, what 
doesn’t, what might
PARIS: Overshadowed by the global push for vaccines,
the search for treatments for COVID-19 has made steady
- if slower - progress. Here is a look at what works, what
might work, and what definitely doesn’t.

Proven therapies 
The World Health Organization (WHO) has approved

three types of COVID-19 treatment. The first is a class of
steroids called corticosteroids, recommended in
September 2020 by the UN’s health authority, which said
it should only be used by seriously ill patients.
Inexpensive and widely available, the steroid fights the
inflammation that commonly accompanies severe cases,

reducing the need to be placed on a ventilator and the
likelihood of death. The WHO has also endorsed two
known arthritis drugs - tocilizumab and sarilumab -
which have been shown to suppress a dangerous overre-
action of the immune system to the SARS-CoV-2 virus
that causes COVID.

Both drugs, approved in July, likewise reduce the risk
of death and the need for ventilators. And last week the
WHO recommended Regeneron, the expensive synthetic
antibody cocktail given to former US president Donald
Trump during his brush with the virus. But it said it
should only be used in patients with specific health pro-
files, for example with non-severe COVID who are still at
high risk of hospitalization. Critically ill patients who can-
not mount an adequate immune response can also take
the antibody combo, the WHO said.

Therapies being tested 
Several labs are working on antiviral drugs that can be

taken orally as pills. One of the most advanced is mol-
nupiravir, an experimental therapy developed by

Ridgeback Biotherapeutics and Merck that is meant to
stop the virus from replicating. Currently in phase 3 trials,
the drug is being tested on COVID patients and also as a
preventative measure for contact cases. Results are
expected by the end of the year. Atea Pharmaceuticals
and Roche laboratories are evaluating a similar treatment.
Vaccine maker Pfizer is also working on a medication
that combines two molecules, including one that is
already used to combat HIV.

The market for treatments that are “effective and easy-
to-administer against early forms of COVID is potentially
huge”, said infectious disease specialist Karine Lacombe.
So far, antiviral medications have not been very effective
against COVID. In May, the US Food and Drug
Administration gave sotrovimab - an new monoclonal anti-
body therapy developed by GSK - emergency use
approval for the treatment of mild-to-moderate COVID-19.

The European commission later classified it as one of
the five most promising treatments for the disease.
AstraZeneca released preliminary results of its antibody
cocktail at the end of August, saying it could prevent

COVID in fragile patients. And French company
Xenothera is working on a different kind of synthetic
treatment called “polyclonal antibodies”. Its therapy -
based on pig antibodies adapted to the human immune
system - is in the final stages of clinical trials. 

What doesn’t work 
Hydroxychloroquine, remdesivir, ivermectin and the

HIV drug lopinavir-ritonavir (Kaletra), have all proved
ineffective against COVID-19, according to multiple
studies and trials. Despite this, demand for these drugs
as COVID treatments remains high, fuelled in large part
by dodgy or fraudulent claims on social media.
Researchers had hoped to ‘reposition’ these drugs - try
them on COVID patients even though they were created
to fight other conditions. “Repositioning a drug is what
you do in an emergency at the very beginning of a pan-
demic,” said Lacombe. But the fact that no therapies
were able to be repurposed - besides the arthritis anti-
inflammatory medication - shows the limit of that kind of
approach, she said. —AFP

Vote on breakaway 
region as Ethiopia 
faces tests to unity
BONGA: The hilltop bamboo palace in southwestern
Ethiopia was once a formidable power base, where the
now-defunct Kingdom of Kaffa hosted extravagant festi-
vals and stored rich reserves of gold and buffalo hides.
These days, however, the royal family’s descendants can
scarcely pay for basic palace maintenance, while local
administrators of what is now Kaffa zone complain they
lack funds even for rudimentary roadworks.

The decline of Kaffa - a storied forest realm once
dubbed “Africa’s Tibet” - underscores what activists and
politicians in Ethiopia’s diverse southern region describe
as more than a century of underinvestment by the authori-

ties in Addis Ababa. But Kaffa’s leaders have a plan to fix
it: A referendum scheduled for tomorrow that, if success-
ful, would carve out a new South West region - Ethiopia’s
11th - and funnel more federal cash their way, along with
control over how it is spent.

“In the rest of the country, everything is growing and
changing. When I compare Kaffa with other places, it’s
still backwards,” said Girma Kidane Gallito, grandson of
the last king of Kaffa, who was deposed in the late 19th
century. “There are houses that haven’t changed and
there are roads that have not been improved” since that
time, he told AFP, explaining why the referendum was
necessary. Since Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
took office in 2018, similar efforts to create new regions
in the south have spurred protests and bloodshed.

The tensions show how challenges to national unity go
well beyond the 10-month-old war in northern Ethiopia
against rebels from the Tigray region. Abiy is also con-
tending with insurgents in the largest region Oromia and
opposition politicians who dispute the credibility of his
landslide election win this year. Yet officials in Kaffa are

optimistic tomorrow’s vote will go smoothly, allowing Abiy
to shore up much-needed public support during a turbu-
lent period. —AFP

BONGA: Ethiopian Orthodox devotees walk outside a
church in Anderacha, formerly the site of a palace of the
Kaffa kingdom, near the town of Bonga. —AFP


