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ADEN: Gulf-backed forces loyal to Yemen’s
exiled government retook a fifth southern
province yesterday, extending recent territorial
gains against Iran-backed rebels who control
the capital. The advance by the forces backing
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi has been
aided by weapons and troops from Yemen’s
wealthy Gulf neighbors, as Saudi-led coalition
warplanes continue to pound rebel positions.

The rebels “withdrew” and “handed over”
Shabwa to the pro-government forces after
they were promised a safe route out of the
province, a military official said.  Other army offi-
cials confirmed the rebel pull-out.   “ The
province was handed over” to the Southern
Movement, a secessionist group whose mili-
tants have been fighting in loyalist ranks, said
Salem Al-Awlaqi, a political activist in Shabwa.
Military officials said this week that the pro-
rebel governor of Shabwa-which has substantial
oil reserves-had fled as loyalist forces prepared
to enter the province. They also accused the
rebels of planting landmines in government
buildings across Shabwa, as they had done in
other provinces before fleeing.

Loyalist forces in the south launched an
offensive last month against the rebels, forcing

them out of main southern city Aden in mid-
July.   They later advanced retaking the
provinces Daleh, Lahj, and Abyan, in addition to
Shabwa. The advance is heading toward third
city Taez, southwest of Sanaa. Analysts regard
the city as the gateway to the capital, which the
rebels overran last September. After seizing
Sanaa unopposed, the Houthis advanced on
second city Aden in March, prompting interven-
tion from a Saudi-led coalition aimed at restor-
ing Hadi to power. Renegade troops loyal to for-
mer president Ali Abdullah Saleh have joined
the Houthis.

Taez ‘on way to liberation’
On the other side, the southern secessionists

teamed up with pro-government troops as well
as local Sunni tribes to form what they have
dubbed Popular Resistance Committees.
Analysts say that the sweeping victories in the
south are a result of the rebels pulling their
forces back to Taez, where residents reported
ongoing clashes.  Loyalist forces on Friday
retook several facilities which had been held by
the rebels in Taez, including police and civil
defense headquarters,  the government ’s
Sabanew.net website reported. 

In a telephone call, Hadi reassured the 35th
Brigade commander in the city on Thursday that
“Taez is on its way to being liberated and sup-
port will soon reach it.” Military sources say the
coalition has provided Hadi’s supporters with
modern heavy equipment in recent weeks,
including tanks and other armored vehicles as
well as personnel carriers and Yemeni soldiers
trained in Saudi Arabia. Six Emirati coalition sol-
diers have so far been reported killed in inci-
dents linked to the Yemen operations.

Speaking from Abu Dhabi on Friday, Yemeni
Foreign Minister Riad Yasin thanked the the UAE
and Saudi for their support to his country.  The
conflict has cost nearly 4,300 lives since March,
half of them civilians, according to UN figures,
while 80 percent of Yemen’s 21 million people
need aid and protection.  The five provinces so
far retaken by pro-government troops, along
with Mahra and Hadramawt, which the rebels
never entered, comprise what was formerly
known as the independent South Yemen. It was
its own state between the end of British colonial
rule in 1967 and its union with the north in
1990. A secession attempt four years later
sparked a brief civil war that ended with north-
ern forces occupying the region.— AFP 

BEIRUT: Shelling resumed yesterday
in two government-held villages in
northwestern Syria and a rebel town
near Damascus,  state media and a
monitor said, as a ceasefire for the
areas collapsed. The violence came
despite talks about extending the
truce that  began on Wednesday
morning and aimed at reaching a final
deal to stop fighting. State television
said a child and her father had been
killed and 12 others wounded in “ter-
rorist shelling” on the regime-held vil-
lages of  Fuaa and K afraya in Idl ib
province.

“Since this morning, at least 200
rockets have been fired at the Shiite
vi l lages of  Fuaa and Kafraya,” said
Rami Abdel Rahman, director of the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
monitor Government forces and allies
were meanwhile shelling rebel posi-
tions in opposition-held Zabadani,
Abdel Rahman said. In Fuaa, a resident
confirmed the bombardment. “Today
we’ve been hear ing the sound of
explosions since dawn,” the resident
said. “The truce failed and the attacks
have resumed.” The truce agreement
between rebel groups and pro-regime
factions, including Lebanon’s Shiite
militia Hezbollah, came into effect

early Wednesday morning. 
Before its expiry on Saturday morn-

ing, intensive negotiations had been
under way for  an ex tension of  the
ceasefire and a full deal. The talks cen-
tered on the withdrawal  of  rebels
from Zabadani and the evacuation of
civilians from Fuaa and Kefraya, which
are the last two government-held vil-
lages in Idlib province. The negotia-
tions reportedly stumbled over an
opposition insistence that thousands
of prisoners be released from govern-
ment  ja i ls ,  according to  Abdel
Rahman.   Negotiations were continu-
ing despite the ceasefire faltering.
“The talks are ongoing, but there are
breaches in the ceasefire,” he said, cit-
ing sources close to the talks. “It’s not
clear if the breaches are attempts by
the parties to improve the conditions
of the deal or come from those who
want to thwart the negotiations,” he
said. Elsewhere, state television said
at least three people were killed and
14 injured by rebel rocket fire on a
school in a government-held district
of Aleppo city. The Observatory put
the toll at two dead, saying rebels had
fired a barrage of several dozen rock-
ets at multiple parts of the govern-
ment-held west of the city. — AFP

Shelling hits Syrian towns 
as ceasefire breaks down

NEW YORK: Arab Bank has reached a settlement
with hundreds of US victims of attacks in Israel
and the Palestinian territories who filed a lawsuit
accusing the bank of supporting terrorism. A
spokesperson for the bank confirmed to AFP that
an agreement had been reached, but provided no
details of the settlement. The amount of the set-
tlement was not immediately revealed. One of the
lawyers for the plaintiffs, Michael Elsner, con-
firmed an agreement had been reached to settle
the litigation. “The framework will be finalized
over the next few months,” he said.

The Jordan-based multinational lender, which
is hugely respected in the Middle East, was found
liable by a US jury last year for financing terrorism
by transferring funds for members of Hamas. The
settlement announcement comes just days before
the damages portion of the trial was to begin in a

US federal court in Brooklyn, where a jury would
have determined how much compensation the
Bank would have to pay to 17 plaintiffs.

Originally set for Monday, a federal judge on
Friday formally postponed the start of the dam-
ages trial until May 2016. The landmark case
involved 300 plaintiffs-victims and relatives of vic-
tims of more than 20 Hamas attacks carried out in
Israel, Gaza and the West Bank between 2001 and
2004. Another 200 American plaintiffs filed sepa-
rate suits against the bank related to attacks car-
ried out by other armed groups. In the liability
portion of the trial, the jury found the bank liable
for 24 Hamas attacks, although Judge Brian Cogan
later dismissed two of them.

Bank contested verdict
The bank, which has assets worth $46.4 billion,

has bitterly contested the September 2014 liabili-
ty verdict and vowed to appeal in a process that
would likely drag on for years. It complained
about “incorrect and prejudicial rulings,” and took
issue with a string of court rulings, instructions to
the jury, and the admission and exclusion of evi-
dence. At trial, the Bank rejected any suggestion
that it knowingly made payments to designated
terrorists. The plaintiffs said the bank transferred
more than $70 million to an alleged Saudi terror
entity, charities they claimed were a front for
Hamas and 11 globally designated terrorist
clients. 

The court heard that the bank was able to
transfer $60,000 to Hamas spiritual leader Sheikh
Ahmed Yassin, who was assassinated by Israel in
2004 - due to a spelling mistake of his name,
which was not detected by screening software.

The plaintiffs said the bank violated the 2001 Anti-
Terrorism Act when the lender served as a conduit
for  money from a Saudi  fund to famil ies of
Palestinians who died, including suicide bombers.

They also claimed that Hamas,  which the
United States officially designates as a terror
group, directed the distribution of the money
from the Saudi fund. The defense said Arab Bank
provided routine banking services and that no
charity-including the Saudi committee-to which it
transferred funds was on any US, UN or EU black-
list at the time. It said there was no evidence to
prove any money transferred by the bank had
been used to finance attacks and that the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict had nothing to do with his
client. The Arab Bank Group has more than 600
branches in 30 countries and a shareholders’ equi-
ty base of $7.9 billion. — AFP 

Arab Bank settles US litigation on Middle East attacks
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TRIPOLI: Islamic State group jihadists
have beheaded 12 people and hung
them on crosses during a battle for the
coastal city of Sirte, the national news
agency LANA reported yesterday. The
fighting for control of Sirte, hometown
of slain dictator Muammar Gaddafi ,
has been raging since Tuesday, with
one top Libyan diplomat warning of a
“massacre” in the city. LANA said the
12 people beheaded were local gun-
men who had been battling IS in the
eastern Sirte district known as “neigh-
borhood three”.

The agency also repor ted that IS
militants executed 22 other Sirte resi-
dents who had taken up arms against
the jihadist group as they lay wounded
in a city hospital. It said the jihadists
also set the hospital on fire. A Sirte city
council official told AFP that clashes
continued to rage yesterday. “There is
co nt i n u o u s  f i g ht i n g,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n
neighborhood three and the casualty
toll is rising,” said the unnamed official.
Libya’s ambassador to France, Chibani
Abuhamoud said on Friday that fight-
ing in Sirte had left between 150 and
200 dead. “A real massacre is taking
place, and we call on the international
community to intervene,” the diplomat
said. 

The ambassador answers to Libya’s
international ly  recognized govern-
ment, which has taken refuge in the

east of the country and is in a power
struggle with a r ival administration
based in Tripoli. Authorities in Tripoli,
which was seized last year by a militia
a l l i a n ce  k n ow n  a s  Fa j r  L i bya ,
announced on Tuesday the launch of
an operation to liberate Sirte, 450 kilo-
meters east of Tripoli. Media loyal to
the Tripoli authorities said warplanes
were bombing armed groups linked to
IS in Sirte. The Libyan ambassador said
the fighting erupted after IS assassi-
nated earlier this week an influential
i m a m  f ro m  t h e  p owe r f u l  A l - Fa r j a n
tribe. The j ihadists have since been
“massacring people, even killing peo-
p l e  i n  t h e i r  h o m e s,” A b u h a m o u d
charged.

Late Friday, the Dar Al-Iftaa Muslim
o rg a n i z at i o n  t h at  i s s u e s  re l i g i o u s
decrees issued a statement calling on
Libyans to mobi l ize  against  IS .  “Al l
Libyans able to carry weapons must
mobilize to confront this cancer which
is trying to destroy our Muslim nation,”
said the statement. Libya has descend-
ed into chaos since the fall of Gaddafi
in 2011. I t  has two parliaments and
two governments vying for power and
a s lew of  armed groups and tr ibes
fighting for its oil wealth and cities. IS,
which already controls large swathes
o f  te r r i to r y  i n  I ra q  a n d  Sy r i a ,  h a s
exploited the chaos in Libya, notably
taking control in June of Sirte.— AFP 

Islamic State beheads 12,
hangs them on crosses 

DOUMA: A Syrian man carries his daughter, Ghaliya, who was injured by a shell
which landed on their house in the town of Douma on the northeastern out-
skirts of the Syrian capital Damascus yesterday. — AFP 

SANAA: Yemenis look at the wreckage of a vehicle at the site of a car bomb attack in the capital Sanaa. — AFP 

NICOSIA: The militant group Al-
Murabitoun, which has claimed a
string of deadly attacks in North
Africa, has declared itself a branch of
Al-Qaeda in a statement posted on
jihadist websites. Al-Murabitoun
said that the notorious Algerian mili-

tant Mokhtar Belmokhtar remained
its leader, despite reports that he
was killed in a US air strike in Libya
in June. The statement dated July 17
says that Al-Murabitoun is “Qaeda
Al-Jihad in West Africa” and commit-
ted to “directives” by network

founder Osama bin Laden to attack
the enemy “France and its allies”.

Belmokhtar, whose real name is
Khaled Abu Al-Abbas, allegedly
masterminded the 2013 siege of an
Algerian gas plant in which 38
hostages, mainly Westerners, were

killed. An audio recording attributed
to another leading member of Al-
Murabitoun in May pledged alle-
giance to the Islamic State jihadist
organization. But Belmokhtar
reportedly soon distanced himself
from the declaration and vowed
backing for IS’s jihadist rival Al-
Qaeda in what was seen as a sign of
a power struggle. The one-eyed
Belmokhtar, a former chief of Al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM) who was nicknamed “The
Uncatchable” by an ex-French intelli-
gence chief, was twice condemned
to death by Algeria.

He had been reported killed in
Mali at least once before the United
States, which placed a $5 million
bounty on his head, targeted him in
an air strike in Libya in June. At the
time Al-Murabitoun denied he was
killed, claiming that Libyan militants
were the target of the US strike. The
group has claimed a series of
attacks over the years, including a
deadly hostage drama at a Mali
hotel earlier this month in which 13
people died including five UN work-
ers. Belmokhtar founded his Al-
Qaeda breakaway group
“Signatories in Blood” in 2012, later
merging it with MUJAO, one of the
jihadist groups that seized northern
Mali in early 2012, to form Al-
Murabitoun. — AFP

Belmokhtar’s jihadist group 
claims it’s Al-Qaeda branch

SEVARE, Mali: Picture shows the bullet-riddled Byblos Hotel in Sevare, days after an attack killed 13 people.
A deadly hostage drama at the Mali hotel in which 13 people died-including five UN workers-was claimed
by fighters linked to the notorious one-eyed Algerian jihadi leader Mokhtar Belmokhtar. — AFP


