
SANAA: Al-Qaeda’s Yemeni branch seized
another town yesterday, setting up check-
points at its entrances and besieging gov-
ernment buildings before dawn after days
of fighting with southern separatists, offi-
cials said. The capture of Azzan marks the
latest advance for Al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula, or AQAP, which has exploited
the chaos of Yemen’s civil war to expand its
reach. The security officials spoke on con-
dition of anonymity because they are not
authorized to brief reporters. The group
captured the southern port city of Mukalla
last year and has seized a number of towns
as it has moved west toward Yemen’s sec-
ond city of Aden, where the internationally
backed government is based.

Yemen’s conflict pits a loose array of
government-allied forces against the Shiite
Houthi rebels and troops loyal to a former
president. A Saudi-led and US-backed
coalition have intervened on the govern-
ment’s side, but the Houthis and their

allies still control the capital, Sanaa, and
much of the north. The Al-Qaeda affiliate
has clashed with the Houthis, but the areas
it has captured are under the govern-
ment’s nominal control. An Islamic State
affiliate has also emerged in recent
months, carrying out a series of attacks on
Shiites and government officials.

Azzan, with a population of 50,000, is at
a crossroads between Aden and the oil
and gas-rich Hadramawt province, of
which Mukalla is the capital. Officials and
witnesses say Al-Qaeda has a presence
inside Aden as well, where it has set up
training camps and smuggling operations
in the city’s port. Washington has long
viewed AQAP as the global network’s most
dangerous branch. It has been linked to
several attempted attacks on the US
homeland and claimed responsibility for
the attack on a satirical French magazine’s
Paris offices a year ago, which killed 12
people. —AP
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OSLO: Former US spy agency contractor
Edward Snowden, peace negotiators in
Colombia or Greek islanders helping Syrian
refugees were among tips for the 2016 Nobel
Peace Prize at the deadline for nominations
yesterday. Nobel watchers also speculated
that negotiators of an accord over Iran’s
nuclear program could be in the running
after a surprise award last year to a coalition
of Tunisian democracy campaigners, the
National Dialogue Quartet. 

“2016 may finally be Edward Snowden’s
year ... His leaks are now having a positive
effect,” Kristian Berg Harpviken, head of the
Peace Research Institute, Oslo said, putting
him top of his list of candidates. Harpviken
said many nations were now reforming laws
to restrict intelligence gathering, helping
human rights, in the wake of Snowden’s leaks
in 2013 of details of the US government’s sur-
veillance programs.

Washington has filed espionage charges
against Snowden, who has been granted asy-
lum in Russia. An award of the $930,000 prize
to Snowden, by a Nobel committee in NATO

member Norway, would be a huge snub for
President Barack Obama, the 2009 Nobel lau-
reate. Asle Sveen, an historian and expert on
the prize, said he reckoned the “obvious
choice” for 2016 would be to honour
Colombia’s government and FARC rebel
group - if they succeed in peace talks
launched in 2012 to end five decades of war.
He noted Norway’s government had been
involved in organizing peace talks, perhaps
swaying the five-member Norwegian Nobel
committee which is appointed by parliament.
Feb. 1 is the annual deadline for nominations.

Harpviken placed Colombian peace nego-
tiators third on his list, behind US Energy
Secretary Ernest Moniz and Ali Akbar Salehi,
head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization, for
their role in negotiating a deal last year to lim-
it Iran’s nuclear program. That accord led to a
lifting of sanctions by major powers on
Tehran last month. Other candidates include
Greek islanders who have helped Syrian and
other refugees - a campaign by grassroots
group Avaaz has collected 635,000 online sig-
natures for a prize to islanders who “have

opened their homes and hearts”. But it could
be difficult to identify Greek winners under
the plans set out by Alfred Nobel, the Swedish
founder of the prize. The award can be split
up to three ways, to individuals or organiza-
tions.

Sveen said other candidates may include
Russian human rights groups such as
Memorial, nominated by Norwegian Prime
Minister Erna Solberg before she took office
in 2013. “Huge numbers of nominations are
still coming in,” said Olav Njoelstad, Director of
the Norwegian Nobel Institute. The commit-
tee will have its first meeting on Feb 29 and
announce the winner in October. Thousands
of people, including members of all national
parliaments, former laureates and university
rectors, can make nominations. Last year
there were 273 nominees. Harpviken said a
US nominator, whom he did not identify, had
proposed US Republican presidential front-
runner Donald Trump for his “vigorous peace
through strength ideology”. He did not list
Trump among those with a chance of win-
ning. —Reuters
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PARIS: French President Francois Hollande (right) welcomes Cuban
President Raul Castro upon his arrival yesterday at the Elysee Presidential
Palace in Paris.  —AFP

BRUSSELS: European Union and British
diplomats held “intensive” talks in Brussels
yesterday in a race against time to seal a
deal on changes to Britain’s membership
of the crisis-ridden bloc by the end of the
day. British Prime Minister David
Cameron and EU President Donald Tusk
failed to reach an agreement over dinner
in London on Sunday and so decided on
a 24-hour extension for further discussion
in a bid to reach an accord by the self-
imposed deadline. But with only one of
the four policy areas or baskets demand-
ed by Cameron having been agreed so
far, according to EU officials, the negotia-
tions to keep Britain in the 28-nation bloc
promise to be difficult.

The turmoil over Britain’s membership

comes as the EU is struggling with the
biggest influx of migrants since World
War II, and the ongoing fallout over the
euro-zone debt crisis. “Intensive work in
next 24 (hours) crucial,” Tusk wrote on
Twitter on Sunday night. “Only one basket
is really ‘closed’,” an EU source said.
“Negotiations continue.” Failure to reach
an agreement on Monday will mean that
Tusk is likely unable to issue a draft pro-
posal for other EU leaders this week, in
time for a full deal at an EU summit
Brussels on February 18-19.

‘Significant breakthrough’
Cameron, whose Conservative party

has long been split by the issue of Europe,
had hoped for a deal at the summit to

give him time to call a referendum on
Britain’s membership of the EU this June,
the first since 1975. Although he has set a
deadline of the end of 2017 to hold a ref-
erendum, he is keen to push a vote
through before any new flare up in the
migration crisis and before British
eurosceptics, particularly in his own party,
become even more unruly. His main goal
is to exclude EU migrants from benefits
such as income top-ups for low-paid
workers until they have paid into the
British system, under a so-called “emer-
gency brake” system. Downing Street
insisted there had been a “significant
breakthrough” on Sunday, with the
European Commission having agreed the
brake could be applied immediately

under a rule that would require countries
to show their welfare system was under
strain. According to government sources,
Cameron is prepared to accept the “emer-
gency brake” in place of a previously pro-
posed four-year curb on EU migrants
claiming benefits. Other countries had
objected strongly that this was discrimi-
natory and could require change to the
EU’s founding treaties, a very difficult pro-
cedure. “The prime minister intends to
leave Tusk in no doubt that he will not do
a deal at any price,” a senior British gov-
ernment source said. But underlining the
challenges ahead, Paris warned London
that it would block a separate proposal to
protect EU countries like Britain that are
not part of the euro single currency. “To
French officials, any provisions giving
non-euro countries power to indefinitely
stall euro-zone votes are unacceptable,”
the Financial Times reported, saying
France would reject any “backdoor veto”
for the City of London finance hub.

Anti-EU sentiment
The other areas-ensuring greater eco-

nomic competitiveness in the EU and giv-
ing Britain guarantees against further
European integration-are seen as easier
to agree on. Without a deal in February,
the next EU summit is in March, but that
would likely not leave time for Britain to
arrange the referendum in June, with the
next available dates not until September
or even next year. Cameron, who was re-
elected in May, insists he is willing to hold
out for as long as it takes to secure the
right package of reforms, if necessary
delaying the referendum until September
or even next year. The number of
European job seekers has become a hot
political issue in Britain and key driver of
anti-EU sentiment-a phenomenon
increasingly seen across the bloc. Opinion
polls are largely split on whether Britons
would vote to leave the EU in a so-called
“Brexit”. —AFP
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BRUSSELS: The British (right) and EU flags flap in the wind outside of EU headquarters in
Brussels. —AP

PARIS: Cuba’s President Raul Castro began
an official state visit to France yesterday,
his first ever to Europe, which is being seen
as a key step in rebuilding his island
nation’s ties with the West.  The Cuban
leader was welcomed under the Arc de
Triomphe in Paris before being driven
down a virtually deserted Champs-Elysees
avenue, decked out in Cuban flags. Police
severely restricted access to spectators,
and just a few groups of supporters of the
Cuban regime were present.

Castro, 84, is on his first official trip to
the European Union since taking over
from his elder brother Fidel in 2006, and
spent the weekend in the French capital
on a private visit. France has led the way
in welcoming Cuba back into the diplo-
matic fold since it restored relations last
year with the United States after they
were broken off for more than half a cen-
tury.  French President Francois Hollande,
who was to hold talks with Castro later,
has described the visit as “a new stage in
the strengthening of relations between
the two countries”. It builds on Hollande’s
own state visit to Cuba last May, the first
by a head of state from the West in more
than half a century.

Castro is the second former pariah to
be welcomed to Paris in a matter of days,
after Hollande hosted Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani last week.  “This visit is
important for Cuba’s image,” said Eduardo
Perera, an international relations expert at
Havana University. “It will undeniably
make Cuba shine on the international
stage.” Havana hopes the visit will allow
Cuba to “widen and diversify its relations
with France in all possible areas-politics,
economics, trade, finance, investment, cul-
ture and cooperation,” said Rogelio Sierra,
Cuban deputy foreign minister.  Although
Washington has yet to lift its trade embar-
go on Cuba, US and European businesses
are jockeying for a place in the market as
the island’s economy gradually opens up.

Hollande urged an end to the block-
ade, which was imposed in 1962, on his
Havana visit. Trade delegations have been
flocking to Cuba, hoping to cash in on its
highly trained workforce and natural
assets such as its sun-drenched Caribbean
beaches, a draw for tourists. Cuba, mean-
while,  needs to tap new sources of
income as its main ally and financial
backer, Venezuela, is mired in economic
and political crisis.  Trade between the
two countries currently adds up to a mod-
est $195 million (180 million euros), which
is “not in line with our ambitions,” France’s
minister  of  state for  foreign trade
Matthias Fekl told L’Humanite newspaper.

Debt write-off 
The French trip is the first by a Cuban

head of state since Fidel Castro visited
then president Francois Mitterrand in
1995. Castro will also attend a state din-
ner before meeting various French offi-
cials on Tuesday. France recently engi-
neered an agreement among the Paris
Club of international creditors to write off
$8.5 billion of Cuba’s debt. It could now
agree to further debt relief, potentially
widening Cuba’s access to international
financial markets. 

France is also taking a leading role in
strengthening Cuba’s political ties with
Europe as  a  whole.  Human r ights
remains a sensitive issue, with interna-
tional authorities accusing the Castros
of repressing and harassing their politi-
cal opponents.  A diplomatic source in
Paris  said human r ights “wil l  be dis-
cussed” during the talks. Hollande faced
criticism from rights groups after meet-
ing with Fidel Castro last year.  There
were  a lso  demonstrat ions  against
Rouhani ’s  v is i t  last  week ,  a l though
Hollande hailed a “new relationship”
after sealing a slew of lucrative trade
deals drawn up after nuclear sanctions
on Iran were lifted.  —AFP

Cuban president makes  
historic trip to France

BERLIN: Cologne is on high alert ahead of its
giant carnival festivities since a shocking spate of
sexual assaults, with German authorities anxious
to prevent a repeat of the rampage and ward off
potential jihadist attacks. Police in the western
German city have been struggling to restore
public confidence after it emerged that hun-
dreds of women were groped and robbed in a
mob of mostly North African and Arab men dur-
ing New Year’s celebrations.  

Around 1,000 complaints have been filed over
the crime spree that has also ignited an intense
debate about Germany’s ability to integrate 1.1
million asylum seekers it took in last year. The
carnival festivities kick off on Thursday with
street parties-a week-long binge of beer, song
and dance by revelers in fancy dress-and run
through Ash Wednesday on February 10. In the
run-up to carnival, German authorities are deter-
mined to put on a good show. Some 2,500 police
officers have been called in to patrol the streets,
three times as many as last year, as the security
budget reached 360,000 euros ($390,000).  

Closed-circuit television cameras have been
installed and bans imposed on known petty
thieves, including suspected pickpockets who
took part in the crime spree on New Year’s Eve. A
“security point” for women will be set up in the
city, to be staffed by social workers and psychol-
ogists and the local judicial system geared up to
accelerate the processing of any potential
offenders during the festivities. As doubts sur-
faced over the cultural differences of the mostly
Muslim newcomers, carnival’s organizers have
even printed a leaflet in both Arabic and English
explaining the party to newcomers, including
whether alcohol was a must.  

“While many Cologne locals drink beer or oth-
er alcoholic beverages during carnival, it is of
course not compulsory. You can have fun, sing
and dance just as easily without alcohol,” accord-
ing to the flyer. The neighboring city of Bonn was
more explicit in its advice to refugees, explaining
that the word “buetzen” means “kissing some-
body on the cheek, one of our carnival customs”,

but adding that “sexual overtures are strictly pro-
hibited. Women and men must always consent
to the ‘buetzen’. No means no!”

‘Don’t dress up as jihadists’ 
But a repeat of the New Year debacle was not

the only threat.  Security forces are also battling
to prevent a possible terror attack, with
Germany’s domestic intelligence chief Hans-
Georg Maassen reiterating in a report that the
situation remained serious after the Paris jihadist
atrocities in November.

The wider area around Cologne in North
Rhine-Westphalia state is home to Germany’s
biggest concentration of radical Islamists.  It is
also where the man who tried to attack a Paris
police station on January 7 lived.  The attacker,
identified as Tarek Belgacem by Tunisian authori-
ties,  was shot dead by French police as he

attempted his assault on the one-year anniver-
sary of the jihadist attack on satirical weekly
Charlie Hebdo in Paris.  He had lived at an asy-
lum-seeker shelter in Recklinghausen, said
German police, who however found that he was
not linked to any Islamist networks.  

Underlining the nervousness surrounding
potential threats, Cologne’s police chief Juergen
Mathies “strongly discouraged” revelers from
“dressing up as j ihadists or from carrying
weapons that you are unable to tell whether
they are real or not”. Authorities were apparently
not taking any chances, and had even issued a
public alert after a man of “Middle Eastern
appearance” bought chemicals that could be
used to make improvised explosives in a hard-
ware store.  That eventually turned out to be a
case of a drug-making home factory rather than
explosives. —AFP
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COLOGNE: File photo shows carnival revelers celebrating the launch of the so-called
“Fifth Season”, the carnival season in Cologne, western Germany. —AFP


