
SANAA: A Yemeni man receives food aid from a Yemeni philanthropist who provides aid parcels to families affect-
ed by the ongoing conflict between loyalist forces and Huthi rebels, on Thursday in the capital Sanaa. — AFP 
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BEIRUT: Empowered by an effective fight-
ing force on the ground, a newly-formed
Kurdish-Arab alliance in Syria is working to
position itself as a player in any future peace
negotiations with Damascus.

Top international envoys gathered in
New York yesterday to push towards a reso-
lution to Syria’s nearly five-year war and dis-
cuss the formation of an opposition delega-
tion for talks with the regime. 

Although less than three weeks old, the
Syrian Democratic Council (SDC) is keen to
secure a role in that delegation.

The SDC’s speedy rise to prominence
comes from its links to the Syrian
Democratic Forces, a coalition of Kurdish
and Arab fighters battling jihadists in north-
east Syria.  The SDF is dominated by the
powerful Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG), the armed wing of the Democratic
Union Party (PYD).  Since October, the SDF

has pushed back Islamic State group fighters
from swathes of land in Hasakeh province-
with the help of air strikes from the US-led
coalition. 

And in early December, Kurdish, Arab
and other political figures gathered at a two-
day conference inside Syria to create the
SDC as the political branch of the SDF. It is
the SDF’s “military weight,” Syria analyst
Thomas Pierret told AFP, that has made the
SDC a force that cannot be ignored in peace
talks.

SDC ‘cannot be overlooked’ 
The SDC’s formation coincided with a

landmark meeting of representatives from
Syria’s armed and political opposition in
Saudi Arabia. The Riyadh conference saw
anti-regime factions agree to negotiate with
Syrian President Bashar al-Assad while insist-
ing he must step down at the start of a tran-

sition period. They created a 33-member
“supreme committee” to select members of
a future negotiating team. 

But the meeting in Riyadh excluded both
the PYD and the YPG, whose relations with
most Arab rebel groups have been tense.
Activists and opposition factions accuse the
YPG of cooperating with government troops
and of ethnic cleansing of Arabs in areas
under Kurdish control. 

But according to a political figure close to
the talks in New York, Russia and the United
States are considering the SDC’s inclusion in
an opposition team. “The Americans found
in the Riyadh conference a step forward, but
it wasn’t enough,” the source said. Moscow
and Washington will discuss “a united dele-
gation with members of the Riyadh confer-
ence and the SDC” in New York, he added.

Samir Nashar, a member of the opposi-
tion National Coalition, told AFP of “uncon-

firmed pieces of information” that a Russian-
American agreement would see PYD head
Saleh Muslim and SDC co-chair Haytham
Manna join the opposition team. 

Syria Kurds dominate council 
“The SDC is a new voice that cannot be

overlooked,” Manna told AFP by telephone
from France.  “We are ready to discuss with
the Riyadh body, as a part of the opposition,
either to create a joint delegation or to find a
path forward,” he said.  “The SDC is not an
alternative for any of these, but is the nucleus
of a democratic, secular front that aspires for
a state of law.”  Manna himself pulled out of
the Riyadh talks in protest at the participation
of Islamist groups.  The veteran dissident said
the SDC sought a Syria “that has separation
of powers, sets limits for the relationship
between religion and state, and sees all men
and women as equal citizens”. — AFP

Unrest puts heavy
damper on Bethlehem
Christmas festivities

BETHLEHEM, Palestinian Territories: Near the church in Bethlehem’s
Manger Square, built over the site where Christians believe Jesus was
born, tour guides pace back and forth, waiting in vain for tourist buses
that fail to show. Hisham Khamis, a guide for 10 years, stands forlorn
under a huge Christmas tree decorated in the black, white, red and
green colours of the Palestinian flag.

In recent years “at least 60-70 buses would arrive every morning,” he
said. “These days... there are four or five, occasionally 10.” Bethlehem is
preparing for the traditional midnight Christmas mass at the Church of
the Nativity, but the atmosphere this year is less than festive.

A wave of violence and protests has deterred many tourists from
making the annual pilgrimage to the ancient city in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank, though much of the unrest has occurred away from
Bethlehem, usually considered a safe destination.

Even so, clashes between stone-throwing young Palestinians and
Israeli troops have raged outside Bethlehem hotels, already badly hit by
a drop in guests since Israel built a West Bank separation wall that
forces visitors from nearby Jerusalem to go through a military check-
point to get to the town. On a recent day, the smell of teargas and a
foul-smelling spray known as “skunk”, which the Israeli army uses
against protesters, still hung heavy in the air.

Palestinian officials say Bethlehem hotels that are usually 80-90 per-
cent full at this time of year have not reached even half that level.

The drop is a major concern for a city that lives largely on tourism
and where unemployment exceeds 20 percent.

Tourists frightened off 
Jamal Shehada, who runs a shop selling Santa hats, rosaries and

other souvenirs, blames Israeli guides who meet tourists from their
flights at the international airport outside Tel Aviv.

With no airport in the Palestinian territories, tourists headed for
Christian sites there must start their visit in the Jewish state. “They tell
tourists that there are only terrorists in Bethlehem, and many 

of them say to themselves, ‘We’d be better off buying our souvenirs
from the Israelis rather than in Bethlehem’,” Shehada says. He adds that
the army has increased the number of roadblocks around Bethlehem,
where streets once teeming with tourists during the Christmas period
are now empty. — AFP

BETHLEHEM: Palestinians dressed up as Santa Claus
demonstrate in front of the Israeli controversial separation
wall in the West Bank city of Bethlehem yesterday. —AFP 

ADEN: A Yemen ceasefire appeared to have
collapsed yesterday as government forces
captured two towns from rebels and the
Saudi-led coalition accused the Iran-backed
insurgents of firing two ballistic missiles.

The truce has been repeatedly violated
and the coalition warned yesterday that it was
close to abandoning the agreement, which
was aimed at helping parallel UN-sponsored
peace talks in Switzerland. Forces loyal to
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi and
allied tribesmen on Friday captured Hazm, the
capital of northern Jawf province, after mak-
ing significant gains in the neighboring
region of Marib, tribal sources said. 

A day earlier government troops captured
the border town of Haradh after crossing over
from Saudi Arabia, where they have been
trained and equipped, military sources said.

About 1,000 soldiers are involved in the
operation in Haradh, an official said, adding
that “intensive fighting took place” in the
town, which has a population of around
25,000 people.

He said dozens of renegade troops allied
with the Iran-backed Huthi Shiite rebels had
been killed. The advancing force is now just a
few kilometres away from the Red Sea port of
Midi, which has been under rebel control
since 2010, military sources said. Clashes have
been frequent along the border with Saudi
Arabia, where rebel strikes have killed more
than 80 people since March when the coali-
tion campaign against the rebels began.

Missiles fired at Saudi 
The coalition said yesterday that Saudi air

defenses had intercepted a ballistic missile
fired from Yemen, while another struck a
desert area east of the Saudi city of Najran.
The coalition warned that the ceasefire would
not hold if violations persisted. Although the
alliance wants the talks to succeed, “it will not
adhere to the truce for long given the threat
to the kingdom’s territory,” it said.

In 2014, the Houthis advanced from their
northern strongholds before occupying gov-
ernment buildings in Sanaa in September that

year and forcing Hadi into exile in Saudi
Arabia months later. In mid-November this
year, Hadi returned to second city Aden which
he declared the provisional capital. Under
cover of coalition warplanes and backed by
Arab soldiers and heavy weaponry, pro-gov-
ernment fighters have recaptured four south-
ern provinces and Aden since July.

But the rebels still hold the capital and
attempts by pro-Hadi forces to retake the
strategic province of Taez have failed.
Delegates at the peace talks being held
behind closed doors in Switzerland agreed on
Thursday a deal to immediately resume
humanitarian aid to Taez city, the UN said.

UN envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed wel-
comed the agreement as “a major step for-
ward that will ensure immediate action to alle-
viate the human suffering of the Yemeni peo-
ple.” “A large UN convoy, carrying essential
humanitarian supplies, reached the most
affected districts of the city of (Taez) and will
start distributing assistance to those in need in
the coming days,” the statement said. — AFP
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