
DIYARBAKIR: Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu (center) speaks on a bus yesterday during a visit to this Kurdish-
dominated city. — AFP 
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DJIBOUTI: After 17 years under his rule, few
doubt Djibouti’s President Ismail Omar
Guelleh will fail to win a fourth term in polls
next week, with a divided opposition
already calling the vote a sham. Supporters
of Guelleh - president since 1999 of the tiny
but strategic former French colony whose
port guards the entrance to the Red Sea
and Suez Canal - are confident of victory in
the April 8 vote.

Since campaigning began on March 25
portraits of “IOG”, as Guelleh is nicknamed,
have lined the baking hot streets of Djibouti
city, capital of the arid Horn of Africa nation
of some 820,000 people, where Guelleh
supporters parade in the green party
colours of his Union for the Presidential
Majority (known by its French acronym,
UMP). “We are optimistic, especially when
we see that the opposition party is strag-
gling”, said Foreign Minister Mahamoud Ali
Youssouf. Guelleh won the last polls five
years ago with 80 percent of the vote, after

parliament changed the constitution in
April 2010 to clear the way for a third, and
now a likely fourth, term. The main opposi-
tion group, the so-called Union for National
Salvation (USN), is a collapsing coalition of
opposition parties.

Divided Opposition 
Three of the seven parties that made up

the USN have decided to boycott the polls
entirely - the Movement for Democratic
Renewal and Development (MRD), the
Republican Alliance for Democracy (ARD)
and Movement for Development and
Freedom (MODEL) - while the remaining
parties are fielding two competing candi-
dates, Mohamed Daoud Chehem and
Omar Elmi Khaireh. “Our party has decided
not to participate in the election because
we consider it to be a sham election, the
minimum requirements of transparency are
not guaranteed,” said MRD leader Daher
Ahmed Farah.

After parliamentary elections in 2013
which Guelleh’s UMP won with 49 percent
amid furious opposition claims of fraud,
parties had demanded the creation of an
independent electoral commission, a key
element of a 2014 pact to resolve a political
deadlock and end street protests. Under
that deal the opposition agreed to accept
just 10 members of parliament - instead of
the 52 they claimed to have won - in
exchange for government commitments to
better protection for opposition parties and
the establishing of an independent election
body. But the commission was not created.

“The MRD has never believed in the sin-
cerity of this agreement,” said Farah, who
said the government had only wanted, “to
stop the protests and demobilise the oppo-
sition.” But those who are taking part in the
polls next Friday say a previous decade-long
boycott - from 2003 to the last polls in 2013 -
has only allowed the ruling party a free
hand. “We saw that we had not advanced”,

said presidential hopeful Chehem. The other
USN candidate, Omar Elmi Khaireh, argues
there is a need for “change” after “38 years
of dictatorship” since independence from
Paris in 1977. But their erstwhile USN allies
suggest the real motivations of the candi-
dates in challenging the 68-year old Guelleh
are less noble. — AFP 

DIYARBAKIR, Turkey: Turkish Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu yesterday
made a rare visit to the Kurdish-dominat-
ed city of Diyarbakir, declaring he was
“not scared” after an attack by rebels that
killed seven police. The car bomb attack
on a police bus in Diyarbakir Thursday -
which underlined the precarious security
situation in the main city in Turkey’s
southeast - was claimed by the military
wing of the outlawed Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK).

Turkish security forces have since the
summer waged a relentless campaign to
drive PKK militants out of urban centres in
the southeast, leading to ferocious clash-
es that show no sign of abating.
Davutoglu began his visit - which took
place under heavy security - by attending

a funeral ceremony for the police killed. In
a symbolic move, he then took part in
Friday prayers outside the Great Mosque
in the central Sur district. “They thought
that we would be scared. But we are not
scared, we will not waver and we will go
right to the end,” he said.

Pictures showed army snipers in posi-
tion on the roof of the mosque.
Davutoglu sought to make contact with
the people, at one point kissing a baby.
“Perhaps they thought ‘Prime Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu wil l  not come to
Diyarbakir for fear of these attacks’. But
dear people of Diyarbakir, are you scared
of them?” he added. Parts of Sur have
been under curfew since the military
launched a major operation against the
PKK in the area on Dec 2, with the clashes

causing widespread destruction to the
historic district.

In a statement coinciding with
Davutoglu’s visit, the PKK’s military wing,
the People’s Defence Forces (HPG),
claimed responsibility for Thursday’s
bombing of the police bus. The rebels
said the attack was in revenge for the
actions of the army in Sur. The premier’s
visit was his first to Diyarbakir since the
operation began. He last visited on the
eve of November elections. President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said this week that
355 members of the security forces had
been killed in fighting with the PKK since
a two-year truce collapsed last summer.
He also claimed 5,359 members of the
PKK had been killed but it was not possi-
ble to confirm that toll. — AFP 

Turkish PM in defiant visit 

to Diyarbakir after attack
Davutoglu takes part in Friday prayers

TRIPOLI: Fayez Al-Sarraj, prime minister of the UN-backed
unity government, is greeted by people on a street in the
capital yesterday. — AFP 
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Support grows for

Libya unity govt 

TRIPOLI: Libya’s UN-backed unity government won the support of
guards who secure the country’s key oil terminals, the latest pledge of
loyalty for a cabinet facing strong opposition from rival political
forces. Libya’s warring sides are under intense international pressure
to cede power to prime minister-designate Fayez Al-Sarraj, whose
arrival in the capital on Wednesday angered a rival Tripoli-based gov-
ernment.

But there are signs that allegiances are starting to shift in favor of
Sarraj, a businessman from Tripoli who was a member of a committee
that paved the way to national dialogue. Yesterday, an official from a
unit of guards in charge of securing installations in Libya’s so-called
“oil crescent” in the east of the country said it had pledged loyalty to
Sarraj’s government. “All the oil terminals under our jurisdiction have
been placed under the authority of the unity government,” the official
who declined to be named told AFP. He said that revenues from oil
exported from those terminals, including the main one at Ras Lanuf,
would be allowed only if they are “for the benefit” of the Government
of National Accord (GNA). Libya has been awash with weapons since
the 2011 uprising that ousted and killed longtime dictator Muammar
Gaddafi, with a slew of militias battling for control of its cities and oil
wealth. It has had two rival governments since mid-2014, when the
Libya Dawn militia alliance overran Tripoli, forcing the internationally
recognized government to flee to the east. Oil is Libya’s main natural
resource, with reserves estimated at 48 billion barrels, the largest in
Africa. It had a pre-revolt output capacity of about 1.6 million barrels
per day, but unrest has forced a major slump in production.

Control of the oil industry is essential for the new government,
which not only needs to unite the divided country but also shore up
its economy. On Thursday, 10 western cities also rallied around
Sarraj’s government and urged Libyans to back it, in a major blow to
the unrecognised Tripoli authorities who are refusing to cede pow-
er. The announcement came in a statement on the official Facebook
page of the Sabratha municipality near the border with Tunisia. “The
situation of the country is sad. Life is very expensive, there is no
cash, and so we saw that it’s time to support this government in
order to start solving all of these issues,” said Sabratha mayor
Hussein al-Dawadi. — AFP


