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SANAA: Shiite tribesmen, known as Houthis, hold their weapons as they chant slogans during a tribal gathering showing support for the Houthi movement yesterday. — AP 

UN-brokered peace talks begin in Switzerland 

Yemen ceasefire takes effect
ADEN: A ceasefire took effect yesterday in
conflict-ravaged Yemen as warring sides
began UN-brokered peace talks in
Switzerland, according to the United
Nations and the Saudi-led coalition battling
Iran-backed rebels. The World Health
Organization outlined plans to take advan-
tage of the halt in fighting to distribute
much-needed medical supplies across the
country. Limited violations of the truce
were reported shortly after it began at mid-
day (0900 GMT), with two loyalists killed in
clashes in the east and mortar rounds hit-
ting government forces in the southwest-
ern province of Taez, according to security
and military officials.

The Saudi-led coalition, which launched
an air war against the Houthi Shiite rebels
and their allies in March, said the ceasefire
had started as scheduled following a
request by Yemeni President Abedrabbo
Mansour Hadi. The rebel forces, who con-
trol the capital, did not say if they would
abide by the truce. Previous UN efforts
have failed to narrow differences, and
attempted ceasefires have broken down.

The UN envoy to Yemen, Ismail Ould
Cheikh Ahmed, hailed the halt in fighting
as “a critical first step towards building a
lasting peace in the country”. He said that

the talks in Switzerland “seek to establish a
permanent ceasefire and pave the way for
a return to a peaceful and orderly political
transition”. UN spokesman Ahmad Fawzi
confirmed that the talks had begun at an
undisclosed location. “These consultations
seek to establish a permanent and compre-
hensive ceasefire, secure improvements to
the humanitarian situation and a return to
a peaceful and orderly political transition,”
he told reporters. Fawzi said 12 negotiators
and six advisers made up each of the two
delegations taking part in the talks.

Warning of Retaliation 
Ahead of the truce, clashes shook the

flashpoint city of Taez and coalition war-
planes bombed rebel positions. Soon after
the ceasefire took effect, a Yemeni security
official reported five mortars targeted pro-
Hadi forces in Shuraija, south of Taez.
Residents had earlier reported hearing
shelling in the city. In the eastern province
of Marib, clashes killed two pro-Hadi fight-
ers in the early afternoon before subsiding,
military sources said. A pro-Hadi officer told
AFP: “We have received orders from our
military leadership not to respond to the
rebel shelling unless they advance towards
us.” The coalition has warned that it

“reserves the right to respond in case of
any violation”.

Hadi has declared his government’s
intention to have a seven-day truce to coin-
cide with the peace talks and to be
“renewed automatically if the other party
commits to it,” the coalition said. A Yemen
presidential statement said the proposed
ceasefire “comes out of keenness to grab
any chance to achieve peace, to reduce the
suffering of our people in Yemen and to
end bloodshed.” Yemeni civilians are anx-
ious to see peace prevail. “We demand the
warring parties who are in Geneva now
offer concessions...because all Yemenis are
eager to get Yemen out of this crisis,” a resi-
dent of the capital Sanaa, Ali Hasan, told
AFP.

Aid Delivery to Begin 
A lull in fighting is sorely needed in the

Arabian Peninsula’s poorest nation, where
the UN says an estimated 80 percent of the
population requires humanitarian aid. The
WHO representative in Yemen, Ahmed
Shadoul, said that the UN agency had
received assurances from the warring fac-
tions that its staff were free to distribute
medical supplies while the ceasefire holds.
“We have requested unconditional move-

ment of supplies, personnel and teams to
all parts of the country and we got the con-
firmation that this will definitely be grant-
ed,” Shadoul said in Geneva.

More than 5,800 people have been
killed in Yemen - about half of them civil-
ians - and more than 27,000 wounded since
March, according to the UN. Jihadists,
including the Islamic State group, have
exploited the violence, gaining ground and
carrying out deadly attacks against both
sides. Ahead of the ceasefire, coalition war-
planes bombed rebel positions in Taez and
south of Sanaa, according to witnesses and
a military official.

The rebel-controlled Saba News Agency
said 10 people were killed and 20 others
were wounded in an air raid early Tuesday
on the village of Bani Haddad, in the
Haradh area of northern Yemen. The war-
ring sides have agreed to talks despite pro-
tracted differences, including over a UN
Security Council resolution calling for
rebels to withdraw from key cities and sur-
render their weapons. The government and
its Gulf allies say the resolution is a prereq-
uisite for peace. In addition to the air cover,
the coalition has backed pro-government
forces with soldiers and heavy weaponry.
—AFP 

VIENNA: The UN atomic watchdog’s board yesterday
drew a line under a long-running probe into Iran’s past
efforts to develop nuclear weapons, removing an
important obstacle to implementing July’s landmark
deal with big powers, diplomats said. A resolution
approved by the International Atomic Energy Agency’s
35-nation board of governors said the investigation
was “implemented in accordance with the agreed
schedule” and that this “closes the board’s considera-
tion of the matter”.

Iran had warned that unless this happened, it
would not implement key parts of July’s accord with
six major powers to scale down its nuclear program in
exchange for sanctions relief. The IAEA keeps close
tabs on Iran’s nuclear program, and its inspections role
is set to grow under July’s hard-fought deal, which
defused a standoff dating back to 2002.

But the Vienna-based watchdog has also long
sought to clear up allegations that until 2003, and pos-
sibly since, Iran also secretly sought to develop an
actual nuclear weapon. After stalling for many years,
Iran agreed in July to cooperate with the IAEA to
address the claims, which it has always rejected, allow-
ing inspectors to visit sites and providing additional
information. As a result the IAEA on Dec 2 released a
“final assessment” - even though it did not receive all
the information it sought -concluding that some of the
allegations were indeed accurate.

It said Iran conducted “a range of activities relevant
to the development” of a nuclear bomb before the end
of 2003 in a “coordinated effort”, and that some activi-
ties continued until 2009. It stressed though that these
“did not advance beyond feasibility and scientific stud-
ies” and that there was no evidence that Iran diverted
nuclear material such as uranium or plutonium to
these efforts.

Continued Scrutiny 
But despite the findings, the six major powers - the

United States, Russia, China, Britain, France and
Germany, who co-authored the IAEA resolution - have
decided to move on. Despite Iran’s “long history of
concealment, denial and deception”, the July deal is
“forward-looking,” the US ambassador to the IAEA,
Henry Ensher, said yesterday. The powers stress that
Iran will remain under close IAEA scrutiny to ensure
that it does not contravene the July deal or again
secretly engage in more research on getting the
bomb.

Nor is Iran completely out of the woods with the
IAEA, with the agency’s “broader conclusion” that all
Iran’s activities are exclusively peaceful still to come.
This could take several more years, and Tuesday’s reso-
lution stated that the board will “remain seized” on the
matter for another 10 years, or until the “broader con-
clusion”, whichever is sooner.—AFP 

IAEA ‘closes’ Iran 
nuke bomb probe

MOSCOW: US Secretary of State John Kerry
met Russia’s President Vladimir Putin at the
Kremlin yesterday to seek agreement on how
best to push forward efforts to halt Syria’s
brutal civil war. Russia and the United States
are sponsors of an international effort to bro-
ker a ceasefire and political talks between
Bashar al-Assad’s regime and Syria’s armed
opposition. But their positions on Assad’s
eventual fate and the best tactics to employ
against the jihadist Islamic State group differ
starkly, threatening to stymie the process.

Kerry came to Moscow yesterday not even
knowing whether Russia would agree that
the next international meeting on the crisis
should take place on Friday in New York. And
as he sat down with the Russian leader,
despite broad smiles, it was still not clear
whether there had been a breakthrough. “I
am very happy to have the opportunity to
meet and talk with you,” Putin said, sitting
beside his foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov,
who had met Kerry earlier in the day.

“Minister Lavrov just now informed me in
detail about both your proposals as well as
some issues which require additional discus-
sions,” Putin added. Kerry said that he hoped
to address the crises both in Syria and in
Ukraine, where Washington accuses Moscow
of backing separatist rebels and has imposed

sanctions on Russia. “You had a chance to
speak to President Obama in New York and
then subsequently in Paris,” Kerry said, sitting
across from a smiling Putin at a conference
table in an ornate Kremlin salon.

“Both you and President Obama have
committed themselves to trying to develop
as much as possible ... an approach that can
try to deal with Ukraine and deal with Syria,”
Kerry said. “So I very much look forward to
our discussion now and appreciate the seri-
ousness of your commitment of time and
thought about these issues,” he added. Then
the press was ushered out, and the talks
began in earnest.

Kerry and the UN envoy for Syria, Staffan
de Mistura, want to hold the next round of
Syrian peace talks on Friday in New York, but
Moscow has so far refused to confirm the
date. Speaking after meeting Lavrov, Kerry
declined to say whether the New York negoti-
ations would go ahead on Friday. “Well, I need
to meet with the president,” he told reporters
on a stroll in central Moscow, where he was
mobbed by Russians wanting to meet
Washington’s top diplomat.

Washington is relying on the Kremlin to
drag Russian ally Bashar al-Assad to the table
for talks with his rebel opponents on ending
Syria’s vicious four-and-a-half-year-old civil

war. US ally Saudi Arabia is putting together
the coalition that would negotiate on behalf
of the rebels, with a view to first agreeing a
ceasefire and then launching a political dia-
logue. And looming over the effort to end the
conflict is the threat posed by the Islamic

State group to spread the carnage beyond
Syria’s borders.

Kerry hopes that if the regime and the
rebels can agree a truce then they, Russia and
a US-led coalition of Western and Arab allies
can focus their fire on IS.—AFP 

Kerry meets Putin to push Syria peace plan

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin (right) speaks with US Secretary of State
John Kerry during a meeting at the Kremlin yesterday. — AFP 


