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ADEN: Yemeni government forces have
sent reinforcements to the Red Sea coast
to drive Iran-backed rebels away from a
key global shipping route, military offi-
cials said yesterday. Shiite Houthi insur-
gents and their allies, forces loyal to for-
mer president Ali Abdullah Saleh, control
most of the country’s Red Sea coastline.

That includes Dhubab, just 30 kilome-
ters from the strategic and busy Bab Al-
Mandab strait linking the Red Sea and
the Indian Ocean. Two US warships and
an Emirati vessel in the Red Sea came

under missile attack from rebel-held ter-
ritory in September and October. The
government now aims to “push back the
rebels away from the western coast and
Bab Al-Mandab, and to secure maritime
navigation in the southern part of the
Red Sea,” a military official said.

Pro-government forces have been
sent to the area, backed by tanks, other
armored vehicles and Katyusha rocket
launchers, military officials said. They
said the offensive aimed to wrest back
control of the coast from Dhubab as far

north as Al-Khukha 90 kilometers farther
north. Troops were also sent by the
Saudi-led Arab coalition which inter-
vened in March 2015 to prop up the gov-
ernment of President Abedrabbo
Mansour Hadi.

Pro-government troops seized
Dhubab in early October 2015, giving
them effective control of Bab al-Mandab.
The rebels managed to recapture the
area in February. Hadi ordered the
assault ahead of meeting UN special
envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed in

southern port city and temporary capital
Aden on Thursday. Ould Cheikh Ahmed
was there to discuss a new attempt to
end the country’s conflict.

The government-run sabanew.net
website said Hadi handed him a letter
reiterating the government’s rejection of
a roadmap the envoy presented in
October, which would see the president
eased out of power. Hadi, who has spent
most of his time in Riyadh since the con-
flict broke out, flew to Aden last Saturday
on a surprise visit. Thursday’s meeting

was his first with the UN envoy to take
place in Aden.

Clashes raged on Friday in several areas
in northern Yemen, along the border with
Saudi Arabia, military officials said, as
coalition warplanes pounded rebel posi-
tions. Air strikes targeted rebels in Nahm,
east of Sanaa, and in Ras Isa oil terminal on
the Red Sea. More than 7,000 people have
been killed and nearly 37,000 wounded
since the conflict escalated after the
Saudi-led military coalition intervened in
March 2015 to support Hadi. — AFP 

Yemen forces prepare assault near key strait

JERUSALEM: After a series of embarrass-
ing reports about Israel’s first family, an
investigative journalist has become a par-
ticular target of Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu. Raviv Drucker of Channel 10
TV has been a longtime thorn in
Netanyahu’s side, exposing several scan-
dals about the Israeli leader. In return,
Netanyahu has berated him, sued him and
even reportedly tried to get him fired. But
Drucker has kept at it, and two of his
recent stories have triggered police inves-
tigations. First, he broke the story that
Netanyahu’s personal attorney had repre-
sented a German company involved in a
$1.5 billion sale of submarines to Israel,
raising questions about the prime minis-
ter’s possible involvement.

Then, he reported that Australian bil-
lionaire James Packer has lavished
Netanyahu’s college-aged son, Yair, with
gifts that included extended stays at luxu-
ry hotels in Tel Aviv, New York and Aspen,
Colorado, the use of his private jet and
dozens of tickets for concerts by Packer’s
former fiancee, Mariah Carey. Packer, who
also owns a home next to Netanyahu in
the prosperous coastal community of
Caeserea, is reportedly seeking Israeli resi-
dency status for tax purposes.

Netanyahu did not dispute any of the
facts but insists he has done nothing
wrong. The reports led the prime minister,
who frequently complains about media

coverage of him and his family, to accuse
Drucker of waging an ideologically driven
smear campaign. 

“The desperate, pathetic attempt of
the politician Raviv Drucker to slander the
prime minister with a never-ending drip
of lies and brainwashing is aimed toward
a character assassination of the prime
minister and his family. This is nothing
new for Raviv Drucker,” the statement
from Netanyahu said. Drucker denies any
political motivation and insists he is only
doing his job. 

Now in his fourth term, Netanyahu has
repeatedly tried to curb his many detrac-
tors in the media, which he considers
biased against him and whose numerous
investigations have failed to land him in
any significant legal or political peril. He
has forgone press conferences and inter-
views, and has tried to reshape the media
landscape in Israel. Like US President-elect
Donald Trump, he has taken to social
media to lambast the press.

Media regulation 
Netanyahu encouraged the establish-

ment in 2007 of Israel Hayom, a free daily
financed by billionaire Sheldon Adelson
that largely serves as his mouthpiece. He
has appointed himself minister responsible
for media regulation and ordered his coali-
tion partners not to float any media-relat-
ed bills without his approval. — AFP

IRBIL: All along the street, houses have been
reduced to rubble in the central Iraqi city of
Kirkuk. The work of Kurdish security forces retali-
ating against Sunni Arabs after a recent Islamic
State group attack, residents say. Kurdish security
forces moved in with bulldozers and excavators
and demolished at least 100 homes in the
Huzeiran neighborhood of Kirkuk in the week
after a deadly suicide bombing in October,
according to residents interviewed by The
Associated Press and a report by Human Rights
Watch.

The destruction points to the dangerous divi-
sions that threaten to burst out now that the IS
“caliphate” appears on the verge of collapsing
with the assault on its bastion Mosul further
north. Oil-rich Kirkuk, in northeastern Iraq, is a
particular flashpoint: It is split between Kurdish,
Arab and Turkmen populations, each of which
have historically claimed it as its own. During the
fight against IS, the Kurds seized control of the
city and have said they will keep it, opening a like-
ly dispute with the central government and the
other local populations.

Broken home
“This is my house and this is my tragedy,” said

one Arab resident of Huzeiran. The building that
was once her family home now lies in ruin. She
said Kurdish security forces came into the neigh-
borhood, labeled her building “confiscated” and
ejected her family. They also took their identifica-
tion documents, she said, speaking on condition
she only be identified by her nickname Umm
Ahmed for fear of retaliation.

Associated Press video from the neighbor-
hood showed dozens of destroyed buildings

along several streets. New York-based Human
Rights Watch documented at least 100 homes
demolished there on October 23 and 24 by
Kurdish security forces, displacing more than 300
families.  Lying on the southern edge of Kirkuk
proper, in addition to the neighborhood’s resi-
dents, the area was also hosting mostly Sunni
Arabs who fled villages around Kirkuk that were
overrun by IS in 2014.

“We want to ask the joint forces and the gov-
ernment forces who demolished our houses, why
they did it,” said another Kirkuk resident whose
house was destroyed and identity documents
confiscated. He also asked to only be identified by
a nickname Abu Abdullah due to concerns for his
safety.

Kirkuk Governor Najmiddin Karim, a Kurd, has
repeatedly denied in comments to Iraqi media
that forcible displacements are taking place in the
province. The Associated Press sought comment
from Kurdish security officials and the governor
but received no response. But Rakan Said Al-
Jibouri, the deputy governor and head of the
Arab council of Kirkuk, confirmed the destruction.
“We consider this wrongful behavior and a racist
attack by the security forces and the political par-
ties behind them,” he told the AP. He said the
destruction has forced many of Kirkuk’s Arab resi-
dents to scatter, taking refuge with relatives. The
oil-rich city of Kirkuk is claimed by both Iraq’s cen-
tral government and the largely autonomous
Kurdish region.

IS control 
When IS overran Mosul and much of the north

and pushed through central Iraq toward Baghdad
in the summer of 2014, Kurdish security forces

moved in and assumed full control of Kirkuk.
They said the move was to protect it from IS after
the collapse of the military. But Kurdish officials
have said since that they will keep the city.

The October attack by the Islamic State group
in Kirkuk came just a week after Iraqi forces
launched the operation to retake Mosul. In a com-
plex attack carried out by at least 100 fighters,
gunmen and suicide bombers targeted different
parts of Kirkuk nearly simultaneously, killing
dozens. It took nearly 24 hours to subdue
them.Security officials in Kirkuk warned that the
attack demonstrated the threat IS will likely pose
long after Mosul falls. Kurdish officials were quick
to blame Sunni Arabs displaced from IS-held
areas for the attack. Kurdish authorities have pre-
viously been accused of “deliberate mass destruc-
tion“ to Arab villages in Iraq’s north, according to
a January 2016 report from Amnesty
International. 

The Amnesty report cited satellite images to
support claims that Kurdish forces bulldozed, blew
up and burned down thousands of homes in an
effort to uproot Arab communities as revenge for
their perceived support of IS. Largely with the help
of US-led coalition airstrikes, Kurdish forces fight-
ing IS have taken territory that has expanded their
recognized autonomous zone by 50 percent. Al-
Jibouri, Kirkuk’s deputy governor, said destroying
Arab villages and demolishing homes will likely
stoke tensions between Iraq’s Kurds and Arabs in
the country’s north and only lead to further vio-
lence. He said he had asked the parliament for
compensation for those who lost their houses but
so far had not received a response. The destruc-
tion “will not serve the security or peaceful coexis-
tence of the people of Kirkuk,” he said. — AP 

Ruins of Kirkuk homes a sign 

of divisions to come in Iraq
Dangerous divisions threaten to burst out

KIRKUK: Arab residents sit amid their destroyed home in Kirkuk’s Huzeiran neighborhood. — AP 

RAMALLAH: Palestinian president
Mahmud Abbas’s Fatah party yesterday
held a vote for members of its ruling bodies
that could give clues to a possible succes-
sor to the ageing leader. Fatah, the oldest
Palestinian party, is holding its first con-
gress in seven years at a time when Abbas
is seeking to quell dissent in the face of
internal rivalries. The 81-year-old leader has
not publicly designated a successor and
yesterday’s vote will be an indicator of the
strengths and weaknesses of the various
factions in Fatah.

According to a recent poll, two-thirds of
Palestinians are dissatisfied with Abbas and
want him to resign. The congress comes
with the Israeli-Palestinian peace process at
a standstill since a US-led initiative col-
lapsed in April 2014. The 1,400 delegates
voted at Abbas’s Ramallah headquarters in
the Israeli-occupied West Bank and also in
the Gaza Strip where several dozen were
stranded after Israel refused them passage
through its territory to Ramallah.

They are to choose 18 members of the
party’s Central Committee, its highest
body. Abbas will appoint another four. The
congress will also elect 80 members of the
Fatah Revolutionary Council the party’s
parliament. Another 40 council members
are directly appointed. Results should
emerge today.

Fatah, founded in 1959, is the backbone
of the Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO) which the international community
considers the representative of all
Palestinians. Analysts say the party’s rival
factions include supporters of Abbas’s
longtime rival Mohammed Dahlan, current-
ly in exile in the United Arab Emirates.
Abbas was elected president in 2005 for
what should have been a four-year term.
But there have been no elections since
then and with his hold on power drawing
increasing internal dissent, observers say
he is seeking to ready a successor.

‘A different voice’ 
Social networks and some local news

media have during the week published

names of candidates in Saturday’s vote
who they say have prior approval from
Abbas and were therefore guaranteed elec-
tion even before polling opened. Congress
spokesman Mahmoud Abu Al-Hija denied
the allegations. At the opening session on
Tuesday members re-elected Abbas party
head by consensus.

Observers see the reduced number of
delegates eligible to vote-down from more
than 2,000 in 2009 — as part of a move to
exclude Dahlan supporters. Dimitri Diliani,
elected to the Fatah Revolutionary Council
in 2009, has said he was not invited to the
congress like dozens of others because “we
bring a different voice”.

He said a planned press conference at a
refugee camp near Ramallah on Tuesday
with those recently dismissed from the par-
ty had been called off after threats “from
the security services,” including death
threats. The previous congress in 2009
brought into the ruling bodies veterans of
the Palestinian security services such as
Dahlan, Jibril Rajoub and the hugely popu-
lar Marwan Barghouthi, who is serving five
life sentences in an Israeli prison.

This year Barghouthi is running again as
well as Rajoub, who as head of the
Palestinian Football Association is active on
the international stage. So too is Saeb
Erakat, Abbas’s number two in the PLO
hierarchy. Dahlan and his backers have
been thrown out of Fatah. Abbas told the
congress on Wednesday he remained com-
mitted to dialogue with Israel but that it
would not come at the expense of
Palestinian principles.

“We are saying to the Israeli people that
we want peace that conforms to interna-
tional resolutions, but it is your govern-
ment who does not,” he said. Israel must
“recognize that settlements are illegal”, he
said, adding “our hand will remain extend-
ed for peace”. That policy enjoys consensus
support in Fatah, which renounced vio-
lence several years ago unlike the rival
Hamas Islamist movement which controls
the Gaza Strip and follows a policy of
armed conflict with Israel. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: When Devlet Bahceli
became chairman of Turkey’s
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP)
back in 1997, President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan was mayor of Istanbul and
an up-and-coming local politician.
Nearly two decades on, Bahceli’s
right-wing party is only the fourth-
largest faction in the Turkish parlia-
ment and has seen its support erode
in successive elections. But in the
wake of the failed July coup, Bahceli
has been a regular visitor to the
palace of Erdogan and the offices of
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim as the
Turkish strongman eyes a historic
constitutional change to a presiden-
tial system. The reason is simple-the
ruling Justice and Development Party
(AKP) needs the votes of the MHP
lawmakers to secure a super-majority
in parliament and enable it to call a
referendum on the legislation.

The second and third opposition
parties-the Republican People’s
Party (CHP) and pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP) — both
oppose the change, fearing it could
take Turkey to one-man rule. This
means that Bahceli, 68, described by
analysts as an enigmatic and even
inscrutable figure, is exerting con-
siderable influence on the make-up
of the final constitution and Turkish
policy as a whole.

‘Accommodative to MHP’ 
“From what we have seen, the

government is likely to be quite
accommodative to the MHP in order
to be sure that the presidential sys-
tem goes through,” said Ilter Turan,
professor of political science at

Istanbul’s Bilgi University. “No consti-
tutional change is possible without
the support of the MHP-if you add
up the numbers the AKP simply
does not have enough votes in the
parliament.” Turan said it remained
unclear exactly what Bahceli want-

ed, with the wily veteran politician
issuing contradictory signals.
“Bahceli pursues a rather enigmatic
behaviour that is very difficult to
interpret,” he said. 

The MHP regards itself as the
guardian of Turkey’s ethnic iden-
tity as a Turkish state and tradi-
tionally has vehemently opposed
any compromise in the war with
the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK).

Bahceli’s influence is likely to
ensure there is no let-up in the fight
against the PKK and also the current
controversial crackdown against
journalists, intellectuals and politi-
cians deemed by the authorities to
be linked to the rebel group. Turkish
officials have said that the post of
prime minister is likely to be
scrapped under the new system and
replaced by two vice presidents
who, according to media reports,
could be Yildirim and Bahceli.

“The MHP will support him
(Erdogan) given the collective inter-
est in militarizing the Kurdish issue,”
said Roy Karadag, political science
professor at the University of
Bremen. “Bahceli will surely present
himself as the second statesman of
the country, who has maintained
the ‘indivisibility ’ of the Turkish
nation,” said Karadag. — AFP

Fatah picks party officials 

amid talk of succession

RAMALLAH: Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas (C) casts his vote at the Muqataa,
the Palestinian Authority headquarters. — AFP 

Israeli TV journalist becomes 

a thorn in Netanyahu’s side

Bahceli: Enigmatic nationalist 

The crux of Erdogan’s vision

ANKARA: This file photo taken on July 19, 2016 shows Nationalist
Movement Party (MHP) leader Devlet Bahceli speaking during the AK
Party’s group meeting at the Grand National Assembly of Turkey
(TBMM). — AFP 


